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Preface 


More than ten years ago Dik van Arkel, at the time still Professor 
of Social History at Leiden University, brought together a group 
of students working in the field of historical racism studies. Its 
members were focusing on subjects such as the causes of the nega- 
tive attitude towards unclean Burakumin in Japan, the stereotyp- 
ing of colonial migrants from the Netherlands Indies in the 1950s, 
the position of Black Americans in the contemporary ghettos in 
the large cities, the differences between left- and right-wing anti- 
Semitism in nineteenth-century France, and the relation between 
race, class and status in the social structure of Kaapstad from the 
seventeenth century onwards. All these themes were explored in 
an attempt to reveal the structure beneath the diverging manifes- 
tations of prejudices and social exclusion and thus to develop a 
general theory about the origin of racism. 

As members of this society we observed that historical research 
into the nature of antisemitism and the discrimination against Black 
Americans had been expanding since the 1950s, but that our under- 
standing of the deep-seated prejudices and the persistent social 
exclusion of Gypsies and other itinerant groups was still limited. 
Only recently has the world become aware of the fact that hun- 
dreds of thousands of them met the same horrendous fate as Jews 
and other Nazi victims between 1933 and 1945. Why have (social) 
historians been so blind to what has happened to wandering groups 
who made a living with ambulant occupations? That has been the 
leading question in our research during the last ten years. Besides 
that we have tried to fill the gap in knowledge about the history of 
these groups, especially by writing monographs about the life of 
so-called Gypsies and caravan-dwellers not only in the Netherlands, 
but also in other Western European countries. 

Most of our findings have been published in Dutch. Only re- 
cently some books have appeared in German and English. We there- 
fore thought that it was about time for a collection of our main 
articles in one volume, thus giving a state of the art from a socio- 
historical point of view. We have tried to present a range of di- 
verging contributions to the historical study of Gypsies and other 
itinerant groups. For more than five centuries people have written 
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about these groups as the ultimate aliens, who were supposedly a 
threat to society. We think that a new perspective can help a re- 
valuation of their position in European societies in the course of 
time and gain a better understanding of their fate during the twentieth 
century. If this volume stimulates the study of Gypsies and other 
itinerant groups from a social-historical perspective, our aim is 
achieved. 


Centre for the History of Migrants 
University of Amsterdam 


1 Introduction 


Leo Lucassen, Wim Willems and 
Annemarie Cottaar 


A HISTORY IN FOOTNOTES 


The student of European history who searches for Gypsies will find 
them only in footnotes. Today we still know little about how they 
worked and lived in the past. The same holds true for itinerant 
groups in general. That during the Second World War hundreds of 
thousands of them met the same horrendous fate as Jews and other 
Nazi victims has only been recognized with reluctance. Gypsies appear 
to appeal to the imagination simply as social outcasts and scape- 
goats, or, in a flattering but far from illuminating light, as roman- 
tic outsiders. The world is patently intrigued by them, yet at the 
same time regards them with anxiety as ‘undesirable aliens’. For 
historical knowledge about these groups we have therefore to rely 
mainly on (often popular) books by social scientists, writers and 
enthusiastic amateurs interested in the folklore of Gypsies.! 

It may come as no surprise that due to this situation a more 
thorough insight into the functions of Gypsies and other itinerant 
groups within the larger society through time is still wanting. One 
of the aims of this book is to remedy this and shed more light on 
the historical development of showpeople who go from fair to fair: 
musicians, conjures, jugglers, acrobats and others who perform their 
activities in the streets of big cities, collectors of scrap metal, and 
so on. These kinds of occupation have existed for a long time and 
are practised by all kinds of people, of whom the best known are 
those who travel in groups. They differ from others because they 
combine these occupations with an itinerant way of life, made vis- 
ible by their choice to live in tents or caravans which enable them 
to move around with their families. In many countries these travel- 
ling people have been given names such as ‘Gypsies’, ‘tinkers’, 
‘bohemians’, ‘travellers’ or ‘caravan-dwellers’. They performed a wide 
range of functions, which had in common the spreading of goods 
and services that mostly could not be offered, or not at such a low 
price, by the sedentary professional class. 
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Because of their travelling lifestyle they were more vulnerable 
to negative treatment by groups who distrusted them. For example, 
authorities often thought Gypsies practised their occupations in order 
to beg and steal, while sedentary competitors now and then ac- 
cused them of unfair competition. In both cases itinerant groups 
were unable to defend themselves properly. They lacked the or- 
ganizational strength of the guilds and the privileges of most sed- 
entary occupations. Moreover, from the Middle Ages onwards they 
were confronted with largely restrictive legislation and negative public 
opinion. 

Before we go into their history in more detail, we want to indi- 
cate that in the past many terms have been used to label people 
who travel with their family. The variation between countries and 
in different periods of time is considerable. The term Gypsy, to 
mention the most widely used, was in many cases not reserved for 
those who considered themselves as an ethnic group; others who 
travelled with their family were also labelled as such. In this book 
we therefore use a more general definition of Gypsies, i.e. those 
who lead an itinerant way of life and who are stigmatized as Gypsy 
or who have been given similar labels — in Great Britain: travel- 
lers, among others; in France: nomades, ambulants, bohémiens, 
romanichals; in Germany: Landfahrer and Jenischen; in Sweden: 
tattare; and in the Netherlands: woonwagenbewoners. This is not to 
deny a ‘Gypsy’ or ‘traveller’ ethnicity nor to suggest that people 
have passively undergone this labelling, but simply takes as the point 
of departure the definitions used by authorities in the past. 

In our opinion studies so far have yielded a rather peculiar har- 
vest. Our knowledge has been severely restricted not only because 
of historical negligence, but also because of two closely connected 
paradigms, one which views Gypsies and other itinerant groups as 
criminal, marginal and poor, and another which focuses almost 
exclusively on their alleged common ethnic identity and origin. In 
this book we will question these assumptions and offer an alterna- 
tive perspective with a greater explanatory power where the posi- 
tion of travelling groups is concerned. However, let us first of all 
make clear in what respects the existing historical knowledge is 
inadequate, starting with the inclination to view itinerant groups 
predominantly as down and out riff-raff. 
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As a point of departure we take the observation of the English 
historian Tawney who in 1967 wrote that the history of vagrants 
has inevitably been written by its enemies.? With this statement he 
primarily referred to contemporaneous sources, in most cases those 
authorities whose task it was to repress vagrancy, but his observa- 
tion can easily be extended to many historians who took these sources 
at face value and who were not critical enough of their biased and 
one-sided nature. Although three decades later the situation may 
have changed for the better on certain points, the picture of Gypsies 
and other itinerant groups — who have been lumped together with 
‘vagrants’ in most historical analyses - is to a large extent a dis- 
torted one. Most works which entirely or partly deal with these 
categories have still not abandoned the context of criminality, mar- 
ginality and poverty. 

The criminological perspective has a long tradition. As demon- 
strated in Chapter 8, in past centuries the lower strata of society 
have been studied primarily as a criminal group, resulting in a 
pathological image of crime among les classes dangereuses, charac- 
terized by lawlessness, degeneration and moral corruption. In par- 
ticular the alleged innate criminal behaviour of the wandering poor 
aroused interest. Before the Second World War this resulted, es- 
pecially in Germany, in numerous studies on the so-called antisocials 
and Gypsies. During the postwar era in the social sciences the habit 
of explaining the pariah position in society as the result of indi- 
vidual flaws caused by racial degeneration was gradually criticized 
and slowly the attention shifted to the repressive and stigmatizing 
attitude of the dominant society. To put it more simply: the cul- 
prits became victims. In the past few years this new approach has 
been elaborated by scholars of the ancien régime who question the 
attitude of the state, explicitly using the theoretical insights of Elias 
and Foucault with regard to the civilization offensive from the six- 
teenth century onwards.* These studies mark an important step 
forwards to a more differentiating view, because the attitude of 
states towards groups called vagrants is studied in a comparative 
way. This has led to a less stereotypical image of wandering groups. 
Notwithstanding this critical sociological turn, the pathological ex- 
planation has proved to be tenacious and (often large) fragments 
still afflict these recent studies. A good example is the standard 
answer to the question of why Gypsies are so heavily persecuted 
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through time. Most scholars stick to the idea that the antagonistic 
attitude towards itinerant groups is a direct consequence of their 
unorthodox lifestyle and the norms and values they uphold, which 
would automatically bring them into collision with established so- 
ciety time and again. Seen in this light, the persecutions are the 
condemnable, but in many cases also the comprehensible, conse- 
quence of the fundamental incompatibility of nomadic and seden- 
tary lifestyles.‘ 

A second important angle in studies on travelling groups is mar- 
ginality. Instead of the economic status, the social position is high- 
lighted. The founding father of this perspective is the well-known 
Polish historian Bronislaw Geremek, who wrote several works on 
marginal groups, especially on beggars and vagrants.” Although relics 
of the traditional criminality approach can still be found, leading 
to an ambiguous and inconsistent explanation, the emphasis on the 
stigmatizing role of church and state, on the other hand, marks an 
important breakthrough in the hitherto traditional historical studies 
in this field and formed a stimulus for many (mainly French) 
historians.° 

As with the previous approaches, the framework chosen by studies 
on poverty already determines the outcome of the analysis. Ambu- 
latory professions, seasonal labour and migration have often been 
considered as signs of social decline. The opinion dominated that 
only when there were no possibilities for making a living left did 
people start to wander and become vagrants. Furthermore scholars 
working in this tradition assume that the people concerned in the 
final analysis were beggars in disguise, being a nuisance to the people 
living in the country because of their intimidating and criminal 
behaviour.’ A more balanced view is presented by recent studies 
on poverty in the ancien régime, which make a clearer distinction 
between the definition of vagrancy by contemporary authorities and 
the people behind this label. Others have argued that the repression 
of vagrants was closely linked to the policy of disciplining workers 
and controlling the labour market.’ 

To summarize, since Tawney’s insightful remark we can say that, 
notwithstanding the greater awareness of the selectivity and the 
biased sources and the interest in the influence of stigmatizing 
policies, the social history of the groups which have been labelled 
as Gypsies, vagrants and the like is still very much clouded. Due to 
the influence of the three dominating perspectives mentioned above, 
historians have developed a blind spot to the social and economic 
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function of itinerant groups, which explains the virtual absence of 
historical case studies which go further than analysing the repres- 
sive policy towards them. As a matter of fact, historians have left 
this task to a large extent to social scientists,!° who have produced 
a wealth of studies on contemporaneous itinerant groups. Some of 
these give a fairly differentiated and valuable analysis of their cur- 
rent social and economic role,!! but when it comes to the histori- 
cal background these social scientists present a very bleak picture. 
Thus the history of these groups is reduced to a litany of repres- 
sion and persecution, which — as we have seen - is understandable 
considering the one-sided image produced by their historical col- 
leagues. They, for their part, have been too content with the domi- 
nating ethnographic approach from the end of the eighteenth century 
onwards, developed by ethnographers, anthropologists and people 
outside the academic tradition interested in the folklore of Gypsies, 
like the well-known English-American Gypsy Lore Society (founded 
in 1888).'* 


THE DIASPORA IMAGE 


This brings us to the second paradigm: the almost unshakeable 
conviction that in the end all Gypsies have the same origin and 
that up to the present day they can be considered as one people, 
scattered throughout the world, not unlike the Jewish diaspora.» 
Although many Gypsy studies experts are aware that the term Gypsy 
was constructed by the dominant society and is used to indicate 
certain nomadic groups, most still hold the opinion that it refers 
to a people (or ‘race’) originating from India. Fascinated by their 
alleged exotic origin, these latter scholars have concentrated pri- 
marily on describing the language, mores, customs and external 
aspects of Gypsies. The influence of this paradigm is best illus- 
trated by the most recent reference work, written by an English 
representative of the Gypsy-lorists,!* Angus Fraser. His book, The 
Gypsies, published in the distinguished “The Peoples of Europe’ 
series of Blackwell in 1992 and since reprinted several times, has 
attracted a lot of attention and was well received. Although Fraser 
displays a vast knowledge of the existing literature and avoids many 
pitfalls of authors before him, his point of departure is very much 
in the tradition of the much admired founders of the Gypsy Lore 
Society. Mainly leaning on linguistic research he upholds the view 
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that Gypsies have to be considered a people with Indian roots, 
who would have succeeded in keeping their ethnicity intact since 
they fled their country of origin. As we argue in this book, and in 
earlier work as well,” this interpretation is not unproblematic and 
is in many respects based on speculation mixed with a fair proportion 
of teleological and wishful thinking. Fraser, and others with him, 
refuses to integrate competing evidence in his analysis and only 
uses what fits in with his preconceived idea of one Gypsy people. 
The possibility that through a process of labelling other itinerant 
groups have become known as Gypsies as well and in the end have 
internalized this image, or the fact that many Gypsies intermingled 
with others from the end of the Middle Ages onwards, make only 
minor inroads in his ideas. Moreover, he too easily discards the 
possibility that the ‘people’ concept is a fairly recent phenomenon, 
triggered off by nineteenth-century nationalistic ideology and not 
in the least promoted by the Gypsy Lore Society itself, in which 
footsteps he clearly follows. 


THE INADEQUACY OF TRADITIONAL ANSWERS 


We hope to make clear that more than a century of research by 
historians, linguists, ethnographers and other social scientists has 
been impressive in its volume, but less so in providing us with con- 
vincing answers to the two questions which form the leitmotiv in 
this book: 


(a) In which ways have Gypsies and other itinerant groups been 
looked upon and treated by society? 

(b) What was the social and economic position of Gypsies and 
other itinerant groups through time and how has this been influ- 
enced by government policy? 


Contrary to studies that start from the assumption that it is mainly 
a matter of self-definition who should be considered as Gypsies, 
we postulate the idea that in their case stigmatization has influ- 
enced group formation — and along with it ethnic consciousness — 
to a large extent. Two aspects of stigmatization are distinguished 
for analytical purposes: the dissemination of negative ideas about 
a specific group (stigma) by an authoritative body, and the attach- 
ment of this stigma to specific groups (labelling). 
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By doing so we learn - as the chapters in this book show - that 
the manner in which Gypsies have been and still are defined at the 
level of the state and its officials demonstrates a clear connection 
with changing notions of the process of categorization in science. 
The labelling of Gypsies as ‘deviants’ appears to have been subject 
to revision, which also holds true for the accompanying argumen- 
tation. Although until the middle of the eighteenth century auth- 
oritative texts reproduced the definition used by governments in 
the implementation of their policies, after H.M.G. Grellmann’s work 
of 1783!° a shift in that process came about. Since the publication 
of his historical survey, the ethnic element of ‘the Gypsy people’ 
has acquired a master status which entails a codification of the 
alleged and ascribed characteristics. Judicial authorities in particu- 
lar subsequently adopted his view and used it to legitimize their 
stigmatizing policy. There can be no mistaking this development 
when one traces the criminological tradition within Gypsy studies, 
culminating in its criminal-biological variant during the Nazi era. 

Thus since the end of the eighteenth century academics and 
amateur scientists have played a vanguard role in the process of 
defining Gypsies. Grellmann has seen to it that the notion of a 
Gypsy people has become dominant and other group categories 
such as pilgrims, spies, criminal vagabonds, heathens and the mixed 
category of social outsiders have faded into the background. The 
‘people’ concept fitted so well with the founding myths of nineteenth- 
century nationalism that it remained alive and kicking, notwith- 
standing mounting signs of integration (sedentarism, intermarriage, 
social mobility). The most important explanation for such stead- 
fastness is the tradition of imagery, or the dictates of authoritative 
texts, as Edward Said likewise illustrated.!’ Prior to Grellmann a 
historical canon of publications on Gypsies already existed. Authors 
had primarily followed in each other’s footsteps. This tradition of 
ongoing reproduction of the same sources did not undergo any 
demonstrable disruption with the appearance of Grellmann’s study. 
His ethnographic portrait of the Gypsies was first and foremost a 
compilation of existing texts and not based on his own observa- 
tions, and up to this day the countless authors on Gypsies use 
Grellmann’s book - implicitly or explicitly — as a reference point. 
In this way it was practically inevitable that they would reach the 
conclusion that there were hardly any ‘true Gypsies’ left. Practi- 
cally no one made an effort to discuss the existing image of Gypsies 
or test the tenability of generalizations about their history and 
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expressions of their culture. Even when authors discovered posi- 
tive or functional aspects of the Gypsy way of life, this only occa- 
sionally led to a more subtle appraisal of their lifestyle. What we 
see is that an exceptional category of ‘true Gypsies’ was created, 
picturing the entire group as parasites, primitives, criminals, thieves 
or persecuted victims. 

Besides that, there is insufficient information from ‘Gypsy cir- 
cles’ available concerning their self-definition to acquire a reliable 
picture of the history of their group formation. Nor does the literature 
permit us to determine whether current fragmentation mirrors a 
pattern that is centuries old. Up until now it does not seem likely 
that Gypsy and other travelling groups themselves have exercised 
much influence on the labelling process and we can assume that 
they will seldom have recognized themselves in recurrent images 
of Gypsies as parasites, criminals and romantic outcasts. 


ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES 


This book, however, is not merely a critical analysis of the way 
Gypsies and other itinerant groups have been looked upon by his- 
torians, social scientists and policy-makers. Although it is import- 
ant to stress that we should be careful in portraying these groups 
as criminals, marginals and beggars, it is equally important not to 
end up at the other extreme. We have to realize that the people 
who are hidden behind these labels were not only, or mainly, (passive) 
victims of repression and persecution.!® Above all we should resist 
the lure of the Gypsy-lorists and scholars working in their tradi- 
tion, who have been quite successful in spreading the image of 
Gypsies as a remarkable and century old ethnic group, whose be- 
haviour can to a large extent be explained by their cultural charac- 
teristics. Instead, we need a change in perspective and the time 
has come to realize that they are no Fremdkörper or highly exotic 
people, but are inextricably interwoven with the development of 
European societies from the Middle Ages onwards. In the follow- 
ing we therefore suggest alternative approaches and argue in fa- 
vour of an integration of the new results in this field into the fabric 
of social-historical sciences. 

To reach this goal we have elaborated two alternative approaches. 
The first is dealt with in Chapters 4-7 and can be summarized as 
the stigmatization perspective. In essence it argues that the - often 
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marginal — position of Gypsies and other itinerants has first of all 
to be seen in the light of the way they have been treated by domi- 
nant groups in society, especially (judicial) authorities, and the 
sometimes indirect negative effects of their wandering lifestyle. 
Although one has to take the interaction between travellers and 
authorities (and the rest of the population) into account as well, 
for a better understanding it is highly instructive to analyse the 
attitude and behaviour of authorities separately and to realize that 
the deviant and sometimes criminal behaviour is much more the 
consequence of stigmatizing policies than the cause of it.’ 

The point is that the policies of governments, towards a distinctly 
categorized group, are based on a set of negative value judgements, 
a stigma. To comprehend this process it is important to investigate 
the way in which an individual is branded or labelled as a member 
of such a group. Above all with groups whose members are not 
always recognizable as such at a single glance, the government, in 
order to carry out a consistent policy, finds itself obliged with regu- 
larity to spell out who, to its way of thinking, belongs to the group 
in question. In an analysis of the possible stigmatizing effect of 
government policy, the following five factors should be differentiated: 


(a) Categorizing: the creation of a (group) category with a name. 

(b) The emergence of a negative image which colours percep- 
tions of that category. 

(c) The formation of a negative group characterization, a stigma. 

(d) Labelling: making explicit who belongs to the negatively charac- 
terized group. 

(e) Stigmatizing: application, as policy, of the stigma, thus the 
invocation of negative value judgements, as supporting arguments 
during the making of policy decisions. 


The second alternative is presented in the last section of the 
book, on the socio-economic functioning of travelling groups. Here 
we suggest that it can be very revealing to abandon the dominant 
perspective and look upon them as individuals and families who - 
like other people - try to make a living and much more often than 
is commonly assumed succeed in reaching a modest state of wel- 
fare and sometimes are even outright successful. This implies that 
in our research we have to take seriously their economic function- 
ing in the labour market and — more specifically - link their economic 
activities to our knowledge about labour migration in general. As 


10 Gypsies and Other Itinerant Groups 


our work, as well as that of other historians,” demonstrates, this is 
far from an easy task due to the scarcity of sources. If followed 
persistently, this path offers remarkable outcomes and shows that 
the reality was much more heterogeneous than is often assumed. 
Therefore, we disagree with the view that these people were in 
general social outcasts, rejected by the rest of society. Although 
the analysis of stereotyping and repressive policy might bring us to 
such a point of view, the new insights into their economic roles 
irresistibly leads to a much more differentiated conclusion. As many 
itinerants evidently had a valued economic function, be it as knife- 
grinder, pedlar or whatever, there must have existed some form of 
understanding and trust between them and their (sedentary) cus- 
tomers. Furthermore we know of many examples in which they had 
fixed abodes for at least a part of the year and in which their pres- 
ence in local communities was tolerated and not very problematic. 

For both the economic and the social dimension it would be fruitful 
and in many respects essential to compare their role with other 
groups with corresponding characteristics, in order to detect and 
explain similarities and differences in behaviour and treatment. The 
most obvious candidates at the economic level are those ambulant 
professionals who travelled without their families, and whose ex- 
periences have so far, unjustly, been considered irrelevant for the 
history of itinerant groups. The same holds true for groups with 
similarities at other levels, for example in relation to discrimination 
(minorities like Jews) and migration behaviour (seasonal migrants). 


WIDER RELEVANCE 


Finally, this book is not only meant as a re-evaluation of the role 
of these groups in the past. The alternative approaches can also 
enrich our insight into more general developments and research 
questions. Following the sequence of this book we first of all point 
at formation of minorities and social construction. We hope to make 
clear that it is time to break loose from the Gypsy-lorist paradigm 
and to use more modern theoretical concepts which focus on the 
social construction of groups and devote serious attention to the 
influence of stigmatization on group formation.” Combining this 
framework with a thorough examination of historical sources — as 
demonstrated in Chapters 6, 7 and 10 - the past becomes much 
more complicated than is often assumed. Gypsies and travellers 
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have always intermingled with other people, both sedentary and 
mobile, and moreover it is highly questionable whether the various 
groups did consider themselves as one people before this concept 
was introduced by scholars from the end of the eighteenth century 
onwards. We therefore think that it would be extremely important 
and interesting — also to the wider field of ethnic studies — to study 
the differences between the numerous travelling groups and not to 
view all Gypsies a priori as belonging to more or less the same 
ethnic category. Such analyses, as we hope to demonstrate in this 
book, will shed new light on the way people and groups regard 
themselves and on the influences by which such perceptions have 
changed through time. 

Furthermore, the analysis of the attitude of both local and cen- 
tral authorities mirrors the essential characteristics of the poor re- 
lief system in Western Europe and, closely linked to this, it also 
puts the exclusion of aliens and the regulation of migration in another 
perspective. We will show that by restricting the poor relief from 
the fifteenth century onwards to the local poor and simultaneously 
refusing citizenship rights to poor immigrants, categories of ‘vagrants’ 
and ‘Gypsies’ were created. Although we still need much research, 
especially local studies which make clear how this policy was enforced, 
it is clear that the poor relief system had far-reaching effects on 
the stigmatization of travelling groups who (rightfully or not) were 
expected to descend into beggary. The final transition in the nine- 
teenth century which linked poor relief to the place where one 
lived did not change a great deal for the groups in question. On 
the contrary, every municipality then ran the ‘risk’ of becoming 
liable for their support, which motivated authorities to prevent itin- 
erants staying, let alone settling. Also in a wider context, what the 
history of the poor relief does make so relevant and interesting is 
that the same mechanisms can be detected as the ones we stumble 
on in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century aliens policy. In fact, 
the restriction of poor relief by the cities in the sixteenth century 
formed a prelude for the later aliens policy at a national level. 
This development not only affected Gypsies and other itinerant 
groups, but migrants and aliens in general as well. 

From this it is not a big leap to the process of state formation. 
As Noiriel and Moch, among others, have showed, the expansion 
of the state had a profound influence on the control of migration 
(internal as well as between states) and on the definition of citi- 
zenship.”” By a combination of democratization, the expansion of 
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the state from the nineteenth century onwards and nationalism, 
citizens were granted more rights and thus it became increasingly 
important to define who belonged to the state and who did not. 
Simultaneously with the making and controlling of boundaries, 
migration was looked upon more unfavourably and discouraged if 
policy-makers considered it expedient. For travelling groups, es- 
pecially those who had to cross national boundaries for their work, 
this aggravated their way of living even more. They were confronted 
with difficulties at borders — not only those between states, but 
also between smaller territorial units. Perhaps more important in 
their new quality as aliens, they became more visible for authorities 
and thus an object of the general aliens policy as well. The specializa- 
tion of the aliens police that gathered momentum in Western Europe 
after the First World War therefore increased the stigmatization. 
In this respect, we think that the policies towards Gypsies and 
itinerant groups can also shed new light on the process of the 
professionalization of the police in the course of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, which formed an integral part of the state-formation process. 
The modern state, characterized by direct rule, has an interest in 
controlling migration and for general purposes (conscription, taxes, 
etc.) wants to know where its citizens are. Moreover, the growing 
fear of the criminality of the underclasses, especially when on the 
move, contributed to the wish to establish a permanent system of 
supervision. The foremost control apparatus to perform this task 
was the police. This can be explained not only in a quantitative way 
by an increase in the number of policemen, but also in the 
specialization of the police in types of crime or ‘dangerous’ groups: 
anarchists, antisocials, aliens, Gypsies, etc. This professionalization 
and specialization created a certain autonomous space for police 
forces and at the same time stimulated the labelling of potential 
criminals, who had to be watched carefully and if possible arrested. 
The criminalizing effects have been felt by many groups, but in our 
case the examples of the vagrants and Gypsies, especially in Germany, 
are the most instructive. The power of definition and its consequences 
were far reaching and facilitated by new techniques used for the 
tracing and identifying of people. This process of labelling, the fixing 
of stigmatizing labels as vagrant or Gypsy to individuals by registering 
and supervision, is typical of the modern state. Whereas in the ancien 
régime the labelling was quite primitive, modern techniques com- 
bined with a proactive policy (registration, fingerprints, photographs) 
made it a lot more difficult for people to escape stigmatization. 
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Finally we hope to contribute to the field of migration studies, 
which so far has seldom considered the travelling lifestyle of family 
groups as part of - at least normal — migration behaviour. How- 
ever, if we consider Gypsies and other itinerants as clans of self- 
sufficient economic beings who down through the centuries have 
acquired a certain identity under the influence of circumstances 
which remain to be studied in more detail, it becomes possible to 
analyse their socio-economic mobility and their emergence as min- 
orities in various countries with a much greater degree of differen- 
tiation. Therefore, a better understanding of their migration patterns 
will help to uncover the function of this type of migrant labourer 
and broaden our insight into the position of similar wandering crafts- 
men, pedlars and musicians who travelled without their families.” 


STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 


In order to address the themes mentioned in this introduction in a 
systematic way, we have divided the book into three major parts. 
In the first part we present two chapters devoted mainly to a criti- 
cal analysis of the current popular and scholarly ideas about Gypsies 
and other itinerants. In the second part the stigmatization concept 
is applied to the history of these groups in Western Europe from 
the Middle Ages onwards, showing that their often marginal posi- 
tion cannot be explained without taking the repressive policies into 
account which heavily contributed to the construction of an ethni- 
cally defined minority. The third part is meant to show that an 
alternative socio-economic (bottom-up) approach can lead to different 
outcomes and offer a much more refined image of travelling groups 
in the past. In this respect it serves as a necessary counterbalance 
not only to the riff-raff image, but also to the top-down perspective 
employed in the second part. 


Part I 
Images and Representations 
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the History of Gypsy 


Studies! 
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A HISTORICAL SONDERWEG 


For a long time we have wondered why the findings of research 
into Gypsy groups have so rarely been the subject of scholarly de- 
bate in the field of historical studies on migration, settlement and 
ethnicity. Why do new insights on Gypsies and other itinerant groups 
so seldom reach the academic curriculum or become part of public 
understanding? There seems to be a communis opinio about who 
they are and where they come from, while at the same time little 
substantial knowledge about their past exists as such. It is even 
possible to put forward the proposition that the traditionally nega- 
tive view of Gypsies may drag on without end because of the splendid 
isolation in which Gypsy studies have come to be placed. Another 
factor is that by focusing exclusively on the group level instead of 
on interactions with the surrounding society and on comparisons 
with other groups in the same socio-economic position, our historical 
knowledge of the functioning of Gypsies has remained one-sided. 

In a recent article the linguist Anthony P. Grant came to the 
generally accepted but very pretentious conclusion: ‘As Grellmann 
pointed out over two centuries ago, the history of the Roma is to 
be found in their language.” It is a pity that this point of depar- 
ture is still accepted, for we think that the consequence of this 
approach has been that our entrance into the history of Gypsy groups 
in Europe has been seriously blocked, for more than 200 years 
already. The study of language as an indicator of the origins of a 
people has led to many speculations. Because of their strong de- 
termination to designate a country of origin, scholars have not paused 
to reflect sufficiently on a number of questions which from a his- 
torical point of view are equally interesting, for example the reasons 
for the departure of so-called Gypsy groups from central and 
northwest India or elsewhere in the world, or their socio-economic 
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functioning and cultural background in the respective countries into 
which they migrated. We also do not know what kind of relations 
these people, who lived everywhere in disparate circumstances, 
maintained with each other over time. It is impossible to compre- 
hend how linguistics will ever be able to give conclusive answers to 
all such questions which directly concern the historical reconstruc- 
tion of the Gypsies’ ups and downs. Besides that, the criterion of 
language is utterly inadequate to clarify why people were (or still 
are) defined as Gypsies. 

Ethnologists and folklorists have also blocked our way into the 
history of Gypsy groups, by focusing solely on their ethnic identity. 
As a result their fortunes were isolated from the national histories 
of the countries where they lived. In the academic field they re- 
ceived a kind of Sonderbehandlung, as the Nazis called it. They 
were — and still are — looked upon as one people, dispersed over 
the world. It is true that in the 1970s social scientists like Acton 
and Salo had already pointed out that we encounter a variety of 
ethnic groups behind the label ‘Gypsy’ and they even warned against 
a rigid ethnocentric point of view.’ Following in the footsteps of 
the linguists and authors who focused on the origin of the migrants 
who left India, most scholars in the field of Gypsy studies have, 
however, continued to look for common features, which they then 
interpret in terms of ethnic or cultural background. 

What we also observe is that the overall idea exists that Gypsies 
in Europe have only met rejection and discrimination, and have 
been persecuted and victimized up to the present day. It remains, 
however, an open question whether the ‘Gypsy category’ actually 
was the source of much specific trouble and was felt to be un- 
usually oppressive.* There are no empirical studies available to settle 
the matter and the publications which do exist are characterized 
by an almost exclusive reliance on official judicial sources. As a 
result the one-dimensional picture has come into being that his- 
torically Gypsies have only known persecution and marginalization. 
In contemporary socio-historical research at any rate they only make 
the scene in a context of poverty, mendacity, vagabondage, margin- 
ality and criminality.” No one seems to doubt that in their case it 
was aimless vagrants whose criminal or asocial behaviour impelled 
the authorities to take cruel suppressive measures. Publications deal- 
ing exclusively with Gypsies do not arrive at an essentially different 
interpretation, except that in these we encounter the practically 
obligatory observation that governments or chroniclers were afflicted 
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with the prejudices of their time. Nevertheless authors put their 
trust in these texts and refer to the lack of tolerance since the 
sixteenth century because the Gypsies, as (camouflaged) beggars 
and criminals, are purported to have been a nuisance to the popu- 
lation. Through this selection of sources information that points to 
the integration of Gypsies is consistently ignored or played down - 
the musical tradition which in several countries they were able to 
build up, the prosperity which some groups of horse traders achieved, 
their occasionally being absorbed as a matter of due course into 
the ranks of sedentary society and their marriages with indigenous 
peoples which explain the ‘mixed population’ in many countries. 
These are all indications of social integration, and for the success 
of such an interactive process, concessions are necessary from both 
sides, newcomers and long-standing inhabitants, which implies that 
Gypsy societies were less closed than is often assumed. 

The most important cause for the failure of the historical pic- 
ture to admit change is that most writers about Gypsies accept the 
premise that they constitute one people with a number of fixed 
characteristics. It is said that it is because of the specific nature of 
the Gypsy people that they always end up having difficulties and 
meet with rejection from others in the societies where they live. 
As a result of this point of view few researchers have an eye for 
the socio-economic and ethnic-cultural variety which is incorporated 
into the history of these groups. This fact is of primary import- 
ance, for authoritative scholarly texts in particular have played such 
a prominent role in the process of defining Gypsies and in the 
formation of ideas about their group character, certainly since the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century. Until then writers followed 
for the most part in the footsteps of the government and considered 
Gypsies as one of many categories of vagrants. For a long time 
they were thus more followers than leaders. A change in this situ- 
ation occurred when a number of German authors ‘proved’ with 
great powers of persuasion that Gypsies are the descendants of an 
Indian caste of pariahs, with all the unfavourable traits which would 
belong to such ancestors. From then on governments and judicial 
authorities could legitimize their stigmatizing policy by invoking 
scientific arguments. 
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THE PAPER GYPSIES OF HEINRICH GRELLMANN 


The book in which the thesis of one Gypsy people was elaborated 
for the first time was published in 1783 by the German historian 
Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb Grellmann (1753-1804).’ It became quite 
a success in Germany as well as in England, France and the Nether- 
lands. The influence of the book was and still is enormous. Read- 
ing the bibliography of Black on Gypsies (from 1913), with more 
than 4,000 titles, the eye of the reader is regularly confronted with 
the phrase ‘based on (or derived from) Grellmann’. Almost every 
historical work on Gypsies in Europe takes Grellmann into account 
as a serious source, a unique ethnographical sketch, never outdated 
if we are to believe contemporary German and Austrian studies. 
Other illustrations of his influence are to be found in encyclopaedias. 
The whole scope of the work and the structure are still (partly) 
copied by contemporary writers on Gypsies. Grellmann set the tone 
for the following two centuries. 

In the latest popular general overview, The Gypsies (1992), Angus 
Fraser concludes that Grellmann at the end of the eighteenth century 
restored the ethnic identity of Gypsies by revealing their origins 
through the means of examining their language.? There are, how- 
ever, also indications that it was far more a matter of his con- 
structing a Gypsy identity which, as such, had not previously existed. 
What took place was not the historical retrieval of knowledge which 
had been lost, but the synthesis of different approaches and the 
creation of unity in ways of thinking about diverse population groups. 
Grellmann’s generalizing conclusions were based on a collection 
of sources about dissimilar groups which, to his mind, had a number 
of traits in common. They were said to have differed from others 
in their surroundings by virtue of their (previous) itinerant way of 
life, their being ‘foreigners’ or of oriental descent and, wherever in 
the world they resided, their being devoid of religion - in short an 
image of mutually related, alien heathens who lived parasitic, highly 
mobile lives. They might be called by different names in different 
places, but Grellmann gathered them all under the label of ‘Gypsies’. 
By so doing he made them into one people, endowed with a common 
ethnographic profile. 

Grellmann derived his most important information from a series 
of articles about the lives and works of Gypsies in Hungary and 
Transylvania written by a Hungarian minister, Samuel Augustini 
ab Hortis? We do not know whether this minister had his own 
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observations to thank for his expertise. In any event his pronounce- 
ments were extrapolated by Grellmann to apply to all groups known 
to him from the literature which matched his idea of Gypsy charac- 
teristics. Thus there emerged the portrait of an ethnic group which he 
subsequently, by comparing lists of words from a parental language, 
Romani, provided with a surprising new land of origin, namely India. 
To what extent all the people whom he called ‘Gypsies’ had a com- 
mand of Romani he had no idea. He was also in the dark about 
the reasons why they left their original homeland at the start of 
the fifteenth century. Yet he did not hesitate, making use of trav- 
ellers’ accounts, to point out parallels with the way of life of out- 
casts in Indian society. By carrying on in this way he provided all 
Gypsy groups with a common descent. He also constructed a national 
history by compiling every scrap of information about them which 
he could find in chronicles, cosmographies, theological tracts, legal 
documents and other such sources. So he believed he had pen- 
etrated to the essence of the Gypsy people. 

Whoever holds up critically to the light the sources which 
Grellmann selected, as well as his work methods, detects, however, 
a deficiency of reliable empirical information, an approach which, 
in the last analysis, shows little originality, and a set of dubious 
presuppositions as well.!° Thus the early history of Gypsy studies 
discloses that retroactively an authority was conferred on texts in 
which during the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries gypsy-like 
groups were mentioned, an authority which these writings might 
perhaps never have enjoyed had not Grellmann and several of his 
predecessors compiled them and put them in order. In addition no 
consensus existed in the periods preceding him about the way in 
which Gypsies were defined. On one occasion they comprised one 
category in the midst of many kinds of vagrants; on another they 
were the degraded descendants of fifteenth-century pilgrims or the 
criminal allies of indigenous villains and imposters who, for oppor- 
tunistic reasons, called themselves Gypsies. Some chronicles report 
their exceptional wealth, other tracts emphasize only their behav- 
iour as social deviants. Epithets such as ‘alien heathens’, ‘spies for 
the Ottoman enemy’ or even ‘pseudo-Jews’ continued to be heard. 
In authoritative texts of the seventeenth century, in keeping with 
the perspective of the state, they were portrayed as a mixed popu- 
lation of (half) criminals, beggars and other ‘lawless wastrels’. This 
definition in social terms came to an end with the appearance of 
Grellmann’s book which introduced a categorization of Gypsies as 
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a distinct people. This approach caught on, with Grellmann’s con- 
temporaries and with later writers. A number of factors contrib- 
uted to its success. 

First of all there were current, timely motives for taking a scien- 
tific look at the origins of Gypsies; the subject hung, as it were, in 
the air. Grellmann was still a history student in those days and was 
possibly inspired to write an essay on the subject by a Swedish 
Academy essay competition during the 1770s. The reason that his 
paper grew and grew was the result of the coincidence that two of 
his teachers, August Schlözer and Christian Büttner, put their his- 
torical and linguistic sources at his disposal which made a more 
extensive analysis possible. While he was busy news reached him 
about the notorious Hungarian accusation in 1782 that Gypsies had 
practised cannibalism. The media covered the drawn-out yet dra- 
matic trial which ensued in all its gory detail. Grellmann’s book 
thus profited from a public appetite for knowing more about these 
‘heathen and uncivilized foreigners’ who were fomenting the wild- 
est fantasies. We should also not forget that most people at this 
time already had some notion of Gypsies who had for centuries 
been a favourite literary theme and part of an iconographic tradi- 
tion. The literate public knew them as beautiful young women and 
terrifying witches, as magicians and agents from a magic realm, as 
highwaymen and exotic misfits. As figures in literature they created 
a sensation and in the plastic arts they tickled the imagination. 
Grellmann’s book made people aware that these mythical repre- 
sentatives from some in-between world also existed in reality. The 
scientifically presented group portrait evidently dovetailed well into 
the prevailing picture. Herein fascination with and dread of Gypsies 
fought for supremacy and the assertion can be defended that this 
same ambivalence of feeling has continued down into the present. 

What Grellmann’s success with his book about these exotic groups 
of outsiders within one’s own borders accomplished was that he 
welded together a number of scientific traditions. In addition to 
interest in the mysterious anti-world shadowland of vagabonds, 
beggars, criminals and other nonconformist denizens, a disposition 
to concentrate on the historical roots of one’s own state dominated 
academic debate at the time. Enlightened historiographers in Ger- 
many combed chronicles and sources of other sorts which seemed 
likely to enable them to compile a reconstruction of their own, 
common past. In addition ethnographic interest increased in peoples 
about whom contemporary travellers who undertook expeditions 
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in different capacities to the far corners of the world published 
reports. Physical anthropology — the study of skulls and physiog- 
nomy - contributed its anatomical findings and Johann Gottfried 
von Herder introduced the concept of ‘a people’ as the expression 
of a Nationalgeist. This gave impetus to a grail-like search for the 
elemental foundations of the national past.!! But the methods of 
arrangement and classification led inevitably to a hierarchy of peoples, 
values and ways of living within which the Gypsies were allocated 
a lowly position. Grellmann’s assumption that Gypsy groups, wher- 
ever in the world they happened to be, all belonged to one people 
with an essentially immutable national spirit was wholly consistent 
with the principles formulated by von Herder.'* That was equally 
true for the thought that language is an expression of all the people, 
which also explains why the link he made — following others — between 
the Gypsy language and Hindi prompted the conclusion that Gypsies 
came from India. 

One people, one language, a homeland that was left behind long 
ago — the way in which Grellmann supplied a common ethnic base 
to Gypsy groups living scattered from each other by characterizing 
them extensively as a group with a static culture and way of life is 
familiar to us from popular West European conceptions about Jews 
in the diaspora. Indeed various authors before him had actually 
worked out the hypothesis that Gypsies were a group that had split 
off from the Jews.) In a certain sense Grellmann joined ranks with 
this tradition by modelling his ideas about Gypsies on the accepted 
image of Jews. About both, one had the idea that a separate people 
was involved which lived as a state within the state, with their own 
morals and customs, a language of their own, an endogamous mar- 
riage pattern and an oriental appearance. On grounds of this origin 
they were said not to be assimilable, for in essence they always 
remained themselves and only appeared to adapt to their surround- 
ings. This analogy underpinned Grellmann’s notions about Gypsies 
as a distinct people. Only their language pointed the way to a different 
ethnic origin. Nonetheless the parallels continued to surface in various 
publications during the two centuries after him and in the Nazi 
era they were emphasized even more than ever.'* 

One last aspect which deserves mention in connection with the 
success of the first major work about Gypsies is that it matched 
with the political climate of the time. On a number of occasions 
Grellmann reported that he had been inspired by the guidelines 
for the civilizing of Gypsies (and other ‘deviant groups’) which the 
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Habsburg monarchs Maria Theresa and Joseph II had promulgated; 
accordingly he emerges as a policy researcher avant la lettre. He 
made no evaluation of the directives but acted like a loyal follower 
intent on providing scientific justification for what he praised as an 
enlightened government approach. Critics and other contempor- 
aries praised him for his efforts and the university rewarded him 
with a professor’s chair. 

In this context there is an ambivalence which can be pointed out 
in Grellmann’s thinking, the traces of which remain detectable all 
the way into the twentieth century. At the core of the Enlighten- 
ment is the thought that people are improvable which condones 
government policy directed towards this end. In such a perspective 
culture is presumed more potent than nature. Incompatible with 
this position was the Herderian idea of a people, a notion which 
was founded on the essence of a Nationalgeist, thus on a principle 
of exclusivity. What is essentially innate is by its very nature un- 
changeable. According to Grellmann, Gypsies, as Orientals, clung 
very tightly to their own norms and values which explained why 
they had been able to preserve their essence as a people for so 
many centuries. Yet he still thought it necessary that they be ruled 
with an iron hand so that they would obey the orders of Joseph II. 
This ideologically tinted belief in change contends for primacy in 
his book with his rational scepticism concerning the success of the 
undertaking. Such being of two minds is characteristic of general 
European thinking about Gypsies. 


THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY CHANGE IN 
CATEGORIZING 


Consulting written sources exclusively, Grellmann had constructed 
an ethnic homogeneity and a coherent picture of the history of the 
Gypsies. After him various writers moved among the people them- 
selves and reported at length about their personal encounters and 
experiences. The question is whether, for example, the influential 
(literary) author George Borrow (1803-81), and in his wake the 
English and Austro-Hungarian folklorists, who contributed hundreds 
of articles to the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, increased the 
subtlety of the image of Gypsies through their observations. Did 
they leave the paper Gypsies behind them and come forward with 
trustworthy ethnographic articles? 
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First of all the leading men of the Gypsy Lore Society (founded 
in 1888)!° were responsible for a major shift in the categorizing. It 
appeared difficult for them to rhyme the reality which they discov- 
ered with the image handed down through the literature. Never- 
theless, they did not challenge earlier authoritative texts, but began 
to differentiate among Gypsies and were soon convinced that the 
true Gypsies, as they knew them from the ethnographic sketches 
which had been published since their appearance in Europe, hardly 
existed any longer. Only here and there one met a solitary example 
of the ancient race, as Borrow called them, and such individuals 
therefore were a valuable source of information. These were the 
ones on whom researchers depended, for a price, to initiate them 
into the secrets of their ‘vanishing people’. The problem was that 
this method did not altogether correspond with the prevailing image 
of Gypsies as people who were unwilling to reveal anything about 
their language or customs to non-Gypsies. This complaint about 
an inclination to secrecy was one already voiced by Grellmann and 
his predecessors. The new thing about Borrow and those who came 
after him was that they prided themselves on having demolished 
the wall of suspicion. Thus on paper they created the romantic 
image of the Romany Rye who was a regular visitor to the tents 
and was accepted as an intimate, the Gypsies’ friend, who, obvi- 
ously, was privy to the rituals of their lives. 

The obdurate reality which Gypsy researchers confront in the 
field time and again brings them to the conclusion that authentic 
Gypsy culture is on the brink of disappearing. This notion has in 
the meantime held them captive for a good century and a half and 
constitutes an important argument for their existence. For they feel 
called upon as archaeologists to collect the surviving relics of a 
centuries-old culture, to analyse but above all to preserve them, in 
the course of which they demonstrate a special interest in folklore: 
Gypsy motifs in art and literature, their songs and verses, magic 
rituals and religion, kinds of healing, apparel, music and dance. In 
addition the study of language variants has enjoyed continuing interest 
(with a burst of popularity during the last ten years) and articles 
appear with regularity in which the author makes known a previ- 
ously lost text from the early Middle Ages in which reference is 
said to be made to the presence of Gypsies in, for example, Persia, 
Greece or Middle Europe. By now a small reference library full of 
books has been turned out about the origin of Gypsies and their 
first appearance in Europe. Whether all these inventories of words, 
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musical forms and customs rightly belong in one collection is a 
question which only a few ask themselves. As a rule Gypsy special- 
ists concentrate on striking likenesses and have far less keen an 
eye for differences. Even more so they believe that the way of life 
of those who, to their way of thinking, do not belong to the true 
‘Gypsy race’ has already in the distant past sullied the reputation 
of the whole category of itinerants. This turnabout in thinking about 
Gypsies was initiated by George Borrow and his heirs of the Gypsy 
Lore Society. 


MIXED BLOODS AS THE ROOT OF EVIL 


In the 1930s German eugenists added a biological component to 
the ethnic and social (dis)qualifications of nineteenth-century Gypsy 
specialists. An analysis of the work of youth psychiatrist and crimi- 
nal biologist Robert Ritter (1901-51)!’ concluded that he also took 
the idea of the true Gypsy as the prototypical nomad as a starting 
point. In his portrait of this practically mythological figure we rec- 
ognize the traits which Grellmann had collected, but can discover 
an element as well stemming from the tradition in which ‘natural’ 
peoples are contrasted with ‘cultured’ ones. He compared them 
specifically with hunters and gatherers from prehistoric times who 
were said to be incapable of keeping pace with the forward march 
of civilization. The stagnation in their mental growth explains, as 
he sees it, their restive and parasitical behaviour; even their itiner- 
ancy he attributes to this prehistoric core. The socially unaccept- 
able conduct of those with ‘mixed blood’ who came later was alleged 
to derive from their biological inheritance. Through relations across 
group lines, a gene for rootlessness made its way into the ‘blood’ 
of previously sedentary Germans. The biological legacy of the lat- 
ter had in its turn seen to it that ‘halfbloods’ were more asocial 
and criminal than ‘true Gypsies’ because their potential for devi- 
ance was strengthened by their German cleverness and enterpris- 
ing boldness. Relations between sedentary and non-sedentary peoples 
were, according to Ritter, invariably disadvantageous for both. The 
anxiety for contamination with inherited Gypsy characteristics was 
so strong that he wrote a single mixed match could stain the blood 
for many generations. Such notions of purity and a belief in the 
determinant force of the genetic underpinned all his research and, 
lest we forget, that of many of his European contemporaries.'® 
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Ritter relied strongly on genealogical research, which brought to 
light that 90 per cent of the people who fell into his categories 
were partly of non-Gypsy descent. Most reports of Gypsy crimes, 
it was Ritter’s conviction, unsupported by statistical evidence, in- 
volved this Jenische Menschenschlag that moved about like Gypsies. 
As early as 1934 Ritter had formed an idea of what Gypsy mixed- 
bloods - his preferred name for the category — were like. Throughout 
the coming years it would not undergo any change worth mention- 
ing. From this product of a crossing of races, all the positive char- 
acteristics of the ‘true Gypsy’ seemed to be missing, while all those 
traits worthy of condemnation which people exhibited who were 
looked down on as socially inferior could be found. These people, 
he maintained - also in the eyes of ‘true Gypsies’ — were the roots 
of all evil. 

To Ritter’s way of looking at things, asociability was one of the 
most disadvantageous inherited characteristics of rovers. Only in 
the early 1940s would he declare the label to be applicable to a far 
larger category of people.!” Then in fact it became a collective 
designation for everyone, excluding the sick and invalided, who cost 
the community time, money and energy. Closer reading of his pub- 
lications also discloses that in a certain sense he was constantly 
concerned with the same - in practice poorly demarcated - cat- 
egories of people, whether writing about Gypsies, Jenischen, half- 
castes or marginal riff-raff, except that he was constantly shifting 
his perspective. The point of departure of his research on asociability 
in the 1930s (which, indeed, was not confined to Germany) was 
that many people hardly had any economic value for the community. 
The spotlight was accordingly turned on families and communities 
of paupers, recipients of the dole and the neglected. The concept 
of asociability in the first decades of the twentieth century became 
increasingly an expression of a kind of moral criterion. People who 
earlier were referred to as dishonourable or who were known as 
notorious good-for-nothings in these years became tagged as asocial. 
Since this was a word from a foreign language, it was replaced 
under the Nazis by such terms as gemeinschaftsfremd and 
gemeinschaftsunfihig.”° In this context Ritter cited a ministerial decree 
from 18 July 1940 with guidelines for evaluating hereditary health. 
Herein gemeinschaftsfremd pertained to all persons with an incli- 
nation towards one form or another of condemnable behaviour (in- 
cluding psychopaths, addicts and troublemakers) whose nature 
precluded any possibility of amelioration. Ritter attributed five 
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attitudes towards society to these people which, one by one, he 
found fault with: they were weak, troublesome, destructive, recal- 
citrant and hostile.”! How he applied these in the execution of his 
research, he fails to mention. 

One of the most important categories under the label Gemein- 
schaftsfremden was that of hereditarily tainted criminals, so-called 
born wrongdoers.” They, too, according to Ritter, seldom came from 
a sedentary milieu. Usually they belonged to the ranks of the men- 
tally less developed and the both economically and socially weaker 
members of society, which was also how he looked upon casual 
labourers. These people, it was his idea, had no steadfastness, but 
shifted about restively. The need to do research aimed specifically 
at this category, especially in wartime, was, according to Ritter, 
twofold. Society should be protected from dangerous characters and 
Gemeinschaftsfremden, and those fit to work and socially adjusted 
should be employed in places where their productivity was badly 
needed.” He did not assume, however, that the criminal type could 
be identified at a glance. He was of the opinion that contempor- 
ary research had rendered obsolete Lombroso’s criminological- 
anthropological notions about atavism, the reversion of people to 
an (ancestral) state of primitiveness. He did not believe that some- 
one’s natural bent could be read from external features, proof that 
he had little confidence in physical anthropology. Only by analysing 
genealogically the hereditary circle of the criminal under scrutiny 
was it possible, Ritter found, to achieve results. Although else- 
where he had remarked that how complex character traits were 
inherited was not yet known, in the genealogy of families he thought 
he could locate enough evidence to go on to stamp people with 
the mark of criminality.» 

Official criteria for distinguishing the categories of Gypsies, half- 
castes and gypsy-like groups were only established late on during 
the Nazi regime. In practice, for purposes of classification, for their 
indicators of choice the police authorities had for a long time already 
latched onto external appearance, way of life, language and names, 
in combination with occupations. From the time of Heinrich 
Himmler’s decree of 16 December 1938 they saw themselves obliged 
to use as their point of departure the racial diagnoses which Ritter’s 
institutes had drafted on grounds of genealogical data and the social 
evaluation of a person’s individual family history. Not only the police 
authorities but also the Gypsies in question — if at any rate the 
term in this connection is still fitting — were, according to Ritter, 
informed of the results of the diagnosis and could contest it by 
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handing over genealogical documents with contradictory informa- 
tion. These racial diagnoses, known in German as gutachtliche 
Ausserungen, served as the basis for the selection of Gypsies and 
‘gypsy-like’ individuals for Auschwitz, but they have never been 
analysed because after the war they became scattered throughout 
Germany and to a large extent apparently lost. Remarkably, in 
February 1941 Ritter wrote that he had completed 10,000 of them, 
whereas it appears from the copies of racial diagnoses which we 
collected that on 8 July 1941 number 2,322 was written — the per- 
son in question was classified as ZM (+), that is to say a Gypsy 
with mixed blood of predominantly Gypsy descent. Under Ritter’s 
responsibility racial diagnoses continued to be written out until 
January 1945, at which time number 24,411 was completed. In this 
instance diagnosis took into account a number of categories, although 
Ritter’s publications leave us in the dark about what criteria were 
decisive. In any event the formal rubrication was as follows.” 


(a) A Gypsy is someone who has three pure Gypsies among his 
grandparents. 

(b) A Gypsy half-caste (+) (first grade) is anyone with fewer 
than three pure Gypsies among his grandparents. 

(c) A Gypsy half-caste (—) (second grade) is anyone who has at 
least two Gypsy half-castes among his grandparents. 

(d) Non-Gypsy: all other cases. 


The dramatic irony of this process was that Ritter, with his genea- 
logical research on people labelled ‘Gypsies’ by the government, 
demonstrated that their ethnic identity was non-existent, at least 
in the primordial form which Grellmann had constructed. Con- 
sequently he felt obliged to break the all-embracing category down 
into a number of vaguely defined subcategories dominated in the 
first instance by that of the mixed population. They constituted, 
both for Ritter and for the Nazis whose policy he prepared, a defa- 
mation of the racial purity of the German people, a view which 
engendered proposals for sterilization and, in a later phase, all but 
inevitably, deportation to Auschwitz. 


THE DICTATES OF AUTHORITATIVE TEXTS 


The manner in which down through the centuries Gypsies have 
been and still are defined at the governmental level demonstrates 
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a clear connection with changing notions of the process of cat- 
egorization in science. The labelling of Gypsies as ‘deviants’ ap- 
pears to have been subject to revision, which also holds true for 
the accompanying argumentation. It is far from evident to what 
extent the scientific construction of the Gypsy identity mirrored 
the (historical) existence of the different groups discernible behind 
the name. Although until the middle of the eighteenth century 
authoritative texts promulgated the definition used by governments 
in the implementation of their policies, after Grellmann a shift in 
that process came about. Since the publication of his historical survey, 
the ethnic element of ‘the Gypsy people’ has acquired a master 
status which entails a codification of the opposite characteristics. 
Judicial authorities in particular subsequently adopted his view of 
things and used it to legitimize their stigmatizing policy. There can 
be no mistaking this development when one traces the crimino- 
logical tradition within Gypsy studies culminating in its criminal- 
biological variant during the Nazi era. In the practice of law 
enforcement, however, it did often prove difficult to base the com- 
bating of vagrancy or the limitation of possibilities for earning a 
living by means of an itinerant vocation on an ethnic categorization. 

Thus since Grellmann academics and amateur scholars have played 
a vanguard role in the process of defining Gypsies. He has seen to 
it that the notion of a Gypsy people has become dominant and 
other group categories such as pilgrims, spies, criminal vagabonds, 
heathens and the mixed category of social outsiders have faded 
into the background. The ‘people’ concept appears to have meshed 
together so well with the founding myths of nineteenth-century 
nationalism that it remained in use even after evidence of integra- 
tion (sedentarism, intermarriage, social mobility) kept gradually 
accumulating. That was true for governments but also for many 
experts on Gypsies. This leads us to the question of why scholar- 
ship with the passage of time has undergone so little essential change 
in its vision of Gypsies’ history and way of life. 

The most important explanation for such steadfastness is the tra- 
dition of imagery, the ‘dictates of authoritative texts’ or the ‘family 
tree of ideas’, as Said likewise puts forward in his inspiring study.” 
He shows how in the European process of exercising hegemony 
and domination one’s own culture is constantly defined in terms of 
its opposite. Thus the identity of Europe is, for example, presented 
as the mirror image of ‘the Orient’, a designation for the other 
half of the world. Similar analyses are perpetrated in Western litera- 
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ture concerning America, ‘Indians’ and black populations in Africa.” 
Each image of another, so it appears, is always a reflection of a 
facet of the image of self. Said, to be sure, is not so much inter- 
ested in imagery for its own sake as in the power relations of which 
imagery is an expression. He points out that writers on the Middle 
East, whom he groups together under the institutionalized collec- 
tive term of Orientalists, have, through their texts, wielded definitional 
power over the people whom they describe. As a consequence a 
static cultural picture has come into existence of ‘the Orient’, which 
to a large extent obfuscates the historical identities of the inhabit- 
ants of Eastern countries. Ideas which have been formulated about 
Orientals, Said contends, correspond only in some small part with 
reality, for many administrative civil servants, adventurers, philolo- 
gists and writers who spent some time in an Eastern country and 
then took up a pen closed ranks as a rule behind a tradition of 
‘authoritative texts’ within which a Western image of the Orient 
held sway. We encounter a similar chain of events where Gypsy 
studies are concerned. 

Already prior to Grellmann a historical canon of publications on 
Gypsies existed. Authors had primarily followed in each other’s 
footsteps. This tradition of ongoing reproduction of the same sources 
and sentences did not undergo any demonstrable disruption with 
the appearance of Grellmann’s study. In the final analysis his book 
is first and foremost a compilation of existing texts, a summary of 
the current state of knowledge on the subject. By combining a number 
of scientific traditions he introduced a fundamental change in how 
‘Gypsies’ were defined but without disclosing any new sources about 
them. His interpretation of their history he derived from authori- 
tative writers who, in their brief passages on the subject, had often 
based themselves on the chronicles of a century or longer ago. His 
ethnographic portrait of ‘the essence’ or ‘the character’ of Gypsies 
was likewise culled from the text of others and not his own obser- 
vations. He continued the pattern of his predecessors and after 
him little changed in the situation, for Borrow and countless other 
authors also depended upon earlier texts on the subject and weighed 
their own experiences against what had been written. In this way it 
was practically inevitable for them to reach the conclusion that ‘true 
Gypsies’ hardly survived any longer, except for — and in this sense 
they constrained reality to suit their purposes — those whom they 
knew best, because of all Gypsies these in their eyes were (mor- 
ally) the most pure. That process of identifying exceptions was 
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adopted by, for example, the poet Pushkin and Borrow, and also 
by Heinrich Himmler and Ritter with their ‘racially pure’ Gypsy 
families. The idea ‘Gypsy’ was thus preserved, while the actual Gypsies 
whom they came across continued to constitute a problem. 


THE ‘SPLENDID ISOLATION’ OF GYPSY STUDIES 


For anyone surveying the history of Gypsy studies, it is striking 
that practically all perspectives which have been developed still persist, 
each way of thinking with its own history and a strong claim to a 
right to exist. In the tradition of the Romantics, who have always 
emphasized that Gypsies are the most free of primitive peoples, 
the accepted line at present is that they live in resistance to the 
conformists’ world. Evangelically inspired or other civilizing move- 
ments stress even today that Gypsies, as deprived outsiders living 
in pathetic conditions, require special attention. Folklorists carry 
on with their search for authentic traces of Gypsy culture with 
undiminished zeal, including linguists who have elevated Romani- 
philology to a special status. In judicial circles in the course of the 
twentieth century the criminological tradition in Gypsy studies has 
even expanded and become more intricately than ever entwined 
with government policy in a general sense, policy which even after 
the Second World War has remained strongly oriented to the pro- 
motion of assimilation within existing social structures. If in the 
past it was felt that Gypsies needed to be ‘tamed’, nowadays govern- 
ments are intent on integrating them while assuring the preserva- 
tion of their own (ethnic) identity as — at any rate in the West - 
policy jargon would put it. Although all these approaches may have 
their own motives for engagement with Gypsies, the image of the 
Gypsy has not lost any of its uniformity. Fascination with the Gypsies’ 
life has endured, together with disapproval. In a certain sense they 
are romantic outcasts without equal. 

The social isolation of Gypsies, together with the failure, until 
the 1970s, of special interest groups to tackle in an organized way 
existing prejudices or to occupy themselves with helping Gypsies 
to catch up, probably explain why historians never demonstrated 
much interest in their past. To the extent that there was interest it 
usually was complementary to the perspective of the governments 
then in power. Yet even historians who regarded their invariably 
biased sources critically do not for the most part appear to have 
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been capable of adding subtler shades of meaning to the one-sided 
picture presented there, a number of recent studies excepted. Scrutiny 
of Gypsy persecution under the Nazi regime has, to be sure, in- 
creased sharply, especially in Germany since the beginning of the 
1980s. Virtually all the writers involved, however, a not inconsider- 
able proportion of whom have been commissioned by organiza- 
tions which promote Gypsies’ interests, similarly accept as their 
point of departure that Gypsies comprise one people, a folk which 
since their assumed departure from their homeland in India in the 
early Middle Ages have barely mingled with others and therefore 
have been able to maintain a character all their own. This is de- 
spite the fact that there are countless indications and pieces of 
evidence establishing that the term ‘Gypsy’ was applied in a number 
of instances rather generally by sitting governments, and certainly 
not simply to denote the ancestors of today’s Sinti and Roma. The 
entanglement of science and politics on this (post-war) terrain has 
thus generated a number of analyses critical of government policy 
but at the same time it has confirmed some stereotypical ideas about 
the folk character of the Gypsies. 

Another academic discipline whose absence from Gypsy studies 
has been sorely missed is social and cultural anthropology which 
has become institutionalized within universities since the final quarter 
of the nineteenth century. Not until long after the Second World 
War was any empirical anthropological fieldwork undertaken. Only 
guesswork is possible about the reasons for this omission. Was it 
true here as well that at the university level people simply did not 
consider the morals and customs, cultural manifestations and way 
of life of the Gypsy groups, recognized as marginal, worthy of serious 
study? Or is access to Gypsy groups for scientific research more 
difficult than access to other ethnic (minority) groups? Only folk- 
lorists have seemed to attach any value to what the members of a 
- for them - disappearing primitive people have left behind. The 
conclusion is even justified that Gypsy studies are actually only 
intensively pursued in these circles. That is likely to be one of the 
reasons why the field revels in such splendid isolation. Gypsy folk- 
lore, with its upgraded amateurism and, since 1888, its own journal, 
has always dominated the field. It was an enclave of enthusiastic 
‘Gypsy friends’ who, in their longing for specialization, stuck to 
their own, delimited work terrain. They moved among like-minded 
spirits who shared practically identical ideas about how to approach 
their subject. As a result connections with historical and social 
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sciences were only established after the Second World War, and 
even then only on a modest scale. What hindered progress was a 
lack of reflection concerning historical sources. From whom, for 
example, must anthropology derive material for comparisons? There 
are hardly any reliable empirical studies available from either the 
eighteenth or nineteenth centuries and, what’s more, most (par- 
tial) studies confined themselves to narrowly delineated groups in 
diverse countries about the extent of whose mutual ethno-historical 
ties nothing is known. The danger of unjustified generalizations 
still looms large as life. 

According to Edward Said, Orientalism was only attacked and 
(in part) exposed for what it was once the decolonization of for- 
merly oppressed peoples or nations had been achieved. Since for 
some Gypsy groups in Western European countries the process of 
emancipation has only commenced recently, hardly any revalua- 
tion of extant historical knowledge has yet taken place. It remains 
questionable, moreover, whether corrections are to be anticipated 
from this corner since the intelligentsia in Gypsy circles are not 
likely to profit very much by challenging the core concepts of Gypsy 
studies. For political and pragmatic reasons they will sooner close 
ranks in support of the idea of a collective Gypsy identity, includ- 
ing a language which belongs to them. Recognition as an ethnic 
minority culminates, to be sure, in more agreements pertaining to 
specific rights. It will in part depend upon the choices made by 
Gypsy leaders and representatives to what extent and in what way 
the definition of Gypsies from above and the stigma it entails will 
be set right with all the social and political ramifications of such 
correction. However, this tentatively launched process may prove 
to develop further; until now practitioners of Gypsy studies appear 
to be preaching simply to their own parishioners. The study of the 
history of workers’ groups and of women may now constitute rec- 
ognized academic specialities, and social scientific studies of (ethnic) 
minorities may already have been burgeoning for years, but still 
the number of Gypsy studies incorporated within standard curricula 
has so far remained small. Only if isolation is shattered and a funda- 
mental debate about the premises of Gypsy studies takes place in 
prestigious periodicals and is addressed to a broad academic public 
can we expect, perhaps, to arrive at a deeper understanding of the 
history of Gypsies in the future. 


3 The Church of Knowledge: 
Representation of Gypsies 
in Encyclopaedias! 

Wim Willems and Leo Lucassen 


A GENEALOGY OF IDEAS 


In order to grasp the West European image of Gypsies during the 
last two hundred and fifty years, we have oral, iconographic and 
written sources at our disposal: surveys, sculpture, literature, maga- 
zines and newspapers which can tell us much about the norms, 
values and impressions of a society. These sources contain a wealth 
of information about people’s ideas, their behaviour towards others 
and their internal relations. In this chapter we focus on one written 
source in particular: encyclopaedias.* We assume that they contain 
summaries of current information, and that they are written in more 
or less the same way. Because encyclopaedic information has always 
been seen as authoritative, we can use it to trace the prevailing 
opinions through time. The assumption is that encyclopaedias have 
played an important role in spreading a certain view of Gypsies, 
particularly among the upper classes. The fact that the people who 
decided on the policies concerning them came from those ranks 
justifies the choice of encyclopaedias as a main source. 

Because of the derived character of the entries in encyclopaedias, 
a study of the representation of Gypsies should also be concerned 
with the sources which have been used by the editors.’ After all, 
encyclopaedias function as a channel for the existing knowledge 
about Gypsies; they show what is considered the objective opinion 
of the moment. A critical examination of the sources is often left 
out by the editors. Consequently, both the prejudiced and non- 
prejudiced views belonging to a certain period can be deduced from 
the entries. The aim of this chapter is to set up a genealogy of 
ideas about Gypsies and to make a contribution to demythologize 
the stereotypes concerning them. We will show that certain stereo- 
typic views tenaciously appear in encyclopaedias and scholarly works, 
while other views change at a certain point. We will try to provide 
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an explanation for both phenomena. A number of recurring themes 
in the sources, such as physical appearance, national character, morals 
and customs, religion, occupations and art, have been chosen as 
guidelines for the discussion. 


PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 


The ideas about the physical appearance of Gypsies and the way 
these ideas have been put into words have hardly changed over 
the past two and a half centuries. In other words, a general feeling 
about the physical characteristics of the category ‘Gypsies’ exists, 
and what stands out is that the descriptions commonly used are 
fairly positive.* The physical appearance of Gypsies compels admir- 
ation; the features which can be distinguished are all exemplary. 
According to many authors, depravity is a distinctive characteristic 
of the Gypsies, but there is no hint of this in the encyclopaedia 
descriptions of Gypsy physiognomy. This is particularly remarkable 
when we consider that certain branches of anthropology (namely 
phrenology and physiognomy) always emphasized the connection 
between man’s inner self and his physical appearance.’ By means 
of scientific measurements and comparisons of skulls and faces, 
people thought to gain insight into the characters of nations and 
races. Anthropological sources were often used to support state- 
ments about the nature and the morals of Gypsies. Comparative 
linguistics was also used as a source, and this discipline, in its search 
towards the nature of language, was tempted into the kind of specu- 
lation which proved to be grist to the mill of later racists. In par- 
ticular the work of Friedrich Max Miller (1823-1900), who for a 
long time thought that he had arrived at the essence of man by 
means of language classifications, encouraged the belief that some- 
thing like an Aryan race existed, with Indian ancestors, inter- 
connected by a common language. At the end of his life, he rejected 
this idea. He began to realize that the existence of Aryan languages 
does not necessarily imply that people who speak this language 
have the same (Aryan) ancestors. In this way, he saw to it that the 
Aryan myth was reconsidered. By that time, however, his ideas had 
already become widespread.’ 

The description of the physical appearance of Gypsies does not 
appear to be influenced by these ideas. The fascination with their 
exotic facial and physical characteristics created a portrait which 
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in some of its details is reminiscent of the Grecian ideal of beauty. 
However, we do not come across such positive descriptions in the 
sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. In those times, Gypsies were 
often described as frightening and hideous. A good example is pro- 
vided by Münster’s Cosmographia Universalis (1550). In the eight- 
eenth century, the Gypsies’ physical appearance was interpreted 
more positively, as in the Viennese journal Anzeigen aus der 
sämmtlichen Kaiserl. Königl. Erbländern (1770-6), which, as we saw 
in the previous chapter, was used as a main source for an ethno- 
graphic portrait of Gypsies by Heinrich Grellmann. From this journal, 
the German founding father of Gypsy studies distilled a type of 
standard description, which has been adopted and in some points 
expanded upon by many later writers. 

The encyclopaedias emulate their sources carefully, and this has 
resulted in the following image of Gypsies: mesocephalic skull (the 
normal ‘European type’),’ raven hair, dark complexion, a high fore- 
head, coal-black, lively eyes, a somewhat bent nose, a fine mouth 
with snow-white teeth, slender and flexible, olive skin (also dark or 
yellowish brown). One or two people mention a bronze-like skin; 
others think that the glow of the Gypsies’ skin originates from the 
East. The girls have a somewhat lighter skin colour, and are gen- 
erally found to be very attractive. However, it is often noted that 
their beauty is doomed to fade quickly. The idea that their dark 
skin colour is the result of their Eastern heritage has not always 
dominated. For instance, Grellmann posits that the Gypsies’ skin 
colour, like that of the Laplanders, has to do with their way of life. 
Supposedly they do not wash themselves, and they constantly sit in 
the smoke from their fires: ‘... längst würde er aufgehört haben, 
negerartig zu sein, wenn er aufgehört hätte, zigeunerisch zu leben’, 
is his conclusion. He did not connect skin colour with race, but 
with living conditions. 

According to several nineteenth-century editors, the fact that 
Gypsies are well formed has also to do with their nomadic exist- 
ence. The pure mountain air and the smell of herbs which they 
breathe supposedly give them the ability to survive all hardships 
and to reach, quite often, the ripe old age of 100. According to 
the same editors, there are no fat-bellied, hunchbacked, blind or 
lame Gypsies, and they are never ill. 
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Judging by the ideal sculptured features of the Gypsies, one would 
never expect that their nature has been described in the most negative 
terms from the very beginning. They might be physically attractive, 
according to the views of the time, but they do not have the ap- 
propriate harmony of soul to match their physical appearance. The 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century editors provide a good example 
of how science managed, by way of language studies, to trace the 
origins of both the Gypsies and the West Europeans to India, only 
to argue, in an incredible manner amounting to wishful thinking, 
that the Gypsies have a pernicious nature, while the ‘Aryans’ have 
a noble nature. Before Rüdiger (1782) and Grellmann pointed out 
this Indian heritage, others had also tried to establish a relation- 
ship between the national character of the Gypsies and their sup- 
posed origin. For instance, in some quite scholarly writings during 
the eighteenth century, it was thought that Egypt was their place 
of origin. People tried to make this hypothesis acceptable by pointing 
out similar (usually negative) characteristics of the Egyptians. In 
this way, Swinburne suggested that Gypsies originated from the 
worshippers of Isis, who distinguished themselves by fortune-telling, 
a nomadic existence and thievery.’ Twiss saw a resemblance with 
Egyptian sorcerers, while Salmon, whose work has been translated 
into Dutch, lumped the Gypsies together with contemporary Egyp- 
tians.!° Apparently, the latter were stereotyped for their mendacity, 
for their lazy nature and for being thieves. 

In 1724, when the first Dutch encyclopaedia appeared, people 
were already convinced that Gypsies were thieves who proved to 
be a great nuisance to the indigenous populations, and for that 
reason their persecution has been justified by different governments. 
However, the editors went no further than to present bits of super- 
ficial information. Once one had been led towards India, as men- 
tioned before, via language studies, a scientific rationalization came 
into being which functioned as a source of negative views of Gypsies 
for more than two centuries. We saw that Grellmann based his 
notion of the Gypsy’s Indian heritage on two factors: the first com- 
prised comparative language studies which, according to him, indi- 
cated a strong affinity between the Romani language of the Gypsies 
and the Hindustani languages. The second factor originated from 
the in those days very popular travellers’ journals which informed 
Grellmann about the existence of the caste of the Pariahs, whose 
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colour, build, character, morals and customs showed many similarities 
with the image he had of the Gypsies and their way of life.!! 

Besides the caste of the Pariahs, another group supposedly lived 
in India. These people were hard-working, agrarian Aryans who 
were noted for their steadfast character (all the middle-class capi- 
talistic virtues of the nineteenth century are included in this im- 
age). They left India at a time when Sanskrit was still spoken there 
and settled in Western Europe, distinguishing themselves positively 
from the Indians who stayed behind.!? The Gypsies, however, sup- 
posedly left India and retained their national character, which was 
to be found in its purest form among the caste of the Pariahs, 
except that the Gypsies changed from a sedentary to a nomadic 
way of life. It is generally conceded that this nomadic way of life 
gradually took root in the Gypsies. 

This analogy between the national character of the Gypsies and 
that of the Indian Pariahs dominated Gypsy studies until the twentieth 
century. This development probably contributed to the fact that in 
various encyclopaedias the character of the Gypsies has been described 
in terms which are remarkably similar. A number of characteristics 
stand out in the impression promulgated by the encyclopaedias and 
their sources. Gypsies are supposed, for example, to show a predi- 
lection for a life without ties, to prefer the dolce far niente (the 
sweetness of doing nothing) and to be prepared to put up with the 
worst consequences of their own attitude. These characteristics, along 
with many others, are, according to a range of authors, not only 
inherent in Gypsies, but also in the Eastern and Slavic nations. 
Popp Serboianu wrote that they are sly by nature and like all the 
Orientals supposedly live from day to day, not interested in the 
future." Thus, they are lazy and workshy. They will work only when 
forced by the utmost necessity. The workshy character of the Gypsies 
comprises one of the many constants in scholarly writings from the 
eighteenth century onwards. Once again, Grellmann is the great 
popularizer.!* According to him, Gypsies detest work, particularly 
when it requires an effort. They would rather submit to hunger and 
misery than improve their lot by working. Kogalnitchan (1837) com- 
pletely agreed with that point of view.’ In his opinion, a Gypsy 
liked doing nothing at all and preferred stealing to working. More 
than a century after Grellmann’s work, Wlislocki, who presented 
himself as the protector of Gypsy culture, failed to change this 
view.!° Although this ‘Gypsy expert’ insisted on being without preju- 
dices, because, unlike other observers, he had intensely involved 
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himself in the Gypsy world, it is remarkable that many of his 
descriptions are taken word for word from earlier authors." 

The general opinion is that Gypsies do not lack cleverness, but 
because of their upbringing and low morality, this characteristic 
usually develops into slyness. And this, in particular, helps them in 
stealing and committing fraud. They are trained from a very early 
age, and they subsequently develop a great dexterity in these skills. 
According to many authors, they usually operate on a small scale. 
This limitation is often explained by a reference to their coward- 
ice. We can already observe this supposed characteristic in 
Grellmann’s work. This author claims that Gypsies are afraid to 
commit robberies at night. Kogalnitchan explains this by referring 
to the centuries of Gypsy serfdom in the Balkans: ‘Muth und Tapfer- 
keit sind niemals das Erbtheil eines zum Sklaven herabgewürdigten 
Menschen.’'® That Gypsies limit themselves mainly to small bur- 
glaries is seldom appreciated as a positive point. It is always the 
negative characteristics (cowardice, inability to think) which pre- 
vent them from committing larger crimes.’ 

Because Gypsies (generally) are supposed to lack notions of 
morality, they would allow their instincts to rule them more easily, 
have no sense of honour, are greedy, wasteful, intemperate with 
food and drink, lecherous and frivolous. However, the opinions 
concerning their loose morals vary considerably. For some these 
are beyond questioning.” For instance, Twiss claimed that all Spanish 
female Gypsies practised prostitution. Borrow, however, some fifty 
years later, emphasized the chastity of the Spanish Gypsies.”! Then 
again, a century later Popp Serboianu claimed that Gypsies have 
absolutely no sexual control; according to him, the Gypsies’ love 
life solely constituted an indulgence in sensuality.” Block (1936) 
did not support this claim.” He argued that while Gypsy women 
may look sensual, this says nothing of their inner nature. Because 
they are a primitive people, the outward appearance and behaviour 
(dancing) of the women apparently do not excite Gypsy men in the 
way civilized men would be. It is only when modern anthropologi- 
cal research developed that the supposed licentiousness of the 
Gypsies was proved to be a fable.” Further it seems to be undis- 
puted that Gypsies are rough and uncivilized, which has led to the 
following standard description in nineteenth-century encyclopaedias: 
‘Although they have lived among Christian people for centuries, 
they have not cast off their heathendom, and they have remained 
rude and uncivilized, attached to a nomadic existence, making do 
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with sober and sometimes disgusting food in miserable buts "77 

A number of characteristics which are inferred from these sources 
are mendacity, disloyalty and cruelty towards animals. Moreover, 
the Gypsies supposedly lack courage and bravery, and they are faint- 
hearted.”° This cruelty, which is also directed at people, has gener- 
ated prolific writings. What particularly seems to have encouraged 
this view is that from the fifteenth century onward Gypsies were 
hired as executioners in Romania and Hungary. Borrow later adds 
a horrible story which enforces this particular image:*’ an old man 
is tortured by Gypsies, who rub fresh peppers into his eyes in or- 
der to find out where he has hidden his money. Even the French 
professor Bloch repeated this story in the 1950s without comment, 
even though he pleaded for more understanding for the group.” 

The attributed thievish nature of the Gypsies, which only dis- 
appeared from the Dutch encyclopaedias after the Second World 
War (and even then not completely) raised fears of moral degen- 
eration in late nineteenth-century thinking as well as in the first 
half of the twentieth century. Inspired by the work of the Dutch 
orthodox Christian statesman Abraham Kuyper Om de Oude Wereldzee 
(1907/8), the Christian encyclopaedias in particular emphasized that 
the heathenish and amoral behaviour of the Gypsies was danger- 
ously contagious: “Their influence on several nations in Europe mani- 
fested itself in the cultivation of banditry, in the encouragement of 
superstition and fortune-telling, and in a spirit of cunning and guile.’” 
Even though this passage indicates religious intolerance only, the 
idea of degeneration had far-reaching consequences for the con- 
cept of race, which was first worked out by physical anthropologists 
and later shamelessly exploited by the Nazis. In actual practice it 
became clear that authors obsessed by purity are at the same time 
fixated on the lack of it. That was definitely the case with anthropo- 
logical and especially the eugenic research on the “Gypsy race’, as 
we showed in the previous chapter. In the course of the nineteenth 
century, people began to distinguish between the naturally ‘pure 
Gypsies’ and the mixed forms. In this respect, it is remarkable that 
before the breakthrough of the idea of race (in the second half of 
the nineteenth century) people were convinced that nothing would 
be more preferable than to mix Gypsies with Europeans. According 
to this line of thought, the nomadic character of the Gypsies would 
then automatically disappear. Taking away children from their parents 
must also have been seen in this light. Upbringing rather than race 
or heredity was looked upon as a determining factor.” 
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Anthropometrical research, which concerns the measurements and 
proportions of the human body, was one of the factors which par- 
ticularly influenced the development of the concept of race. Pittard 
studied Gypsies in the Balkan countries and in Hungary because 
they were supposedly the purest race of European Gypsies. In his 
report in 1908/9, he noted that the Gypsies had mingled with all 
kinds of people. Supposedly, the Scandinavian and north Germanic 
Gypsies in particular originated partly from native drifters. In sev- 
eral countries Gypsies could be found among the ‘normal’ travel- 
ling folk. He therefore concluded that the Gypsies did not belong 
to the Hindu-type and that a mixed heritage (from the ‘original 
population’ in India) should be assumed. The dichotomy between 
‘original’ and ‘mixed’, which is often related to nomadism and a 
sedentary life, prevailed until the 1940s. References to a mixed 
heritage and to the Aryan race did not disappear from the Dutch 
entries concerning Gypsies until 1953. 


MORALS AND CUSTOMS 


It is almost inevitable that the extended description of the Gypsy 
character, which is already marked by a complete lack of values, 
does not show the morals and customs of the Gypsies in a favour- 
able light. Even after the Second World War, the encyclopaedias 
propagated ideas like ‘once a thief, always a thief’ and stated that 
those who live off society like parasites cannot, by definition, have 
enviable manners or cultural traditions. That the Gypsies are different 
is emphasized again and again, and the opinion which plays under- 
neath is that they are a peculiar people. No stone is left unturned 
when it comes to proving that they are barbarians. According to 
the most contemporary views, they may have been unjustly per- 
secuted and oppressed, but that does not take away the fact that 
they are deviants whose function, particularly in modern society, is 
unclear. 

If we examine the way people perceived the social organization 
of the Gypsies through the centuries, we observe that eighteenth- 
century ideas on the subject were fairly romantic. Later, it is con- 
tinually pointed out that they travel in bands of 200 to 300 people. 
Each tribe is headed by a chosen leader, called the raj. He is the 
highest judge and represents the tribe to the outside world. He 
decides the direction in which the tribe travels, and he allocates a 
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travelling area to each extended family. The editors have always 
been fascinated by Gypsy titles. For instance, the Volkenkundige 
(Ethnographical) Encyclopedie of 1962 points out that more or less 
related groups have a queen, an idea which became popular in the 
nineteenth century. It is not until 1976 that the Grote Winkler Prins 
indicated that while the outside world refers to a king or queen, 
the Gypsies themselves reject these titles as incorrect. Jan Yoors, 
an artist who grew up in Antwerp, travelled with a Lowara Gypsy 
group for more than ten years from the age of twelve. In his books, 
written in the postwar period, he described the other side, based 
on his own experiences, and he too rejected those titles. He did 
concede that the Gypsy communities do present certain members 
as kings, but he also mentioned that these kings mainly function as 
lightning rods during conflicts with the gaze (non-Gypsies). 

The dietary habits of Gypsies are also seldom left out. Most editors 
feel that they must first point out that Gypsy cooking is disgusting. 
They apparently enjoy vegetables like onions and garlic the most. 
Usually it is added that this habit is in accordance with Eastern 
customs. Although they usually live on bread and water (according 
to the 1912 Winkler Prins), they do not scorn fat meat, game or 
pork. One editor mentions that the hedgehog is a national dish for 
the Gypsies, while another notes that they even eat dogs, cats, rats 
and mice. Moreover even some twentieth-century works claim that 
Gypsies particularly like the meat of dead animals. Some, like Borrow, 
went even further and were convinced that Gypsies use their knowl- 
edge of medicine in order to deliberately cause cattle diseases and 
even poison animals; subsequently, they would visit the farmers in 
order to pick up the cadavers. Borrow admitted that this allega- 
tion was based largely on rumour, but in view of the Gypsies’ na- 
ture, he thought there was a high probability that it was true.” 
Others claimed that Gypsies dig up dead animals in order to eat 
them later. For example, Schwicker was informed that Gypsies in 
Temesvar had to be kept away from a dead horse by soldiers, but 
‘die Zigeuner gruben es später dennoch heraus und verzehrten es’.” 
The American author and folklorist Leland pointed out that the 
Indian Pariahs hang on to the same custom.” 

Often, a direct connection between eating cadavers and canni- 
balism is inferred. The most notorious accusation of Gypsy canni- 
balism dates from 1782, when 200 of them were suspected of it. 
After being tortured by the villagers, some of them confessed, and 
49 Gypsies had already been executed (partially beheaded, partially 
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hung, then put on the rack and quartered) when an official inves- 
tigations committee arrived, sent there by Kaiser Joseph II. The 
committee soon discovered that the confessions must have been 
false, because the supposed victims were still alive.” However, the 
fascination with this type of excess remained so intense that it over- 
shadowed any notion of disbelief. Although the accusation of canni- 
balism was first heard of around 1629 in Spain, little attention was 
paid to the matter outside that country. Only after Borrow quoted 
the Spanish source on cannibalism, Quinones (1632), do we find it 
in other works.” For central and northwest Europe, the allegation 
probably started at an earlier date. Most students in Gypsy studies 
refer to the famous Hungarian trial in 1782. Grellmann, the first 
author to mention this trial, even wrote that he had no knowledge 
of older accusations.” The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have 
witnessed sporadic accusations of cannibalism, but only a few authors 
really believe them. In recent studies, as far as we know, only 
Serboianu was convinced that Gypsies are indeed cannibals. Block, 
who referred to the same trial, dismissed the allegations as a fable.?’ 
Child-stealing is often mentioned in one and the same breath 
with the allegation of cannibalism. The idea proves to be tenacious, 
for even in Oosthoek’s 1940 encyclopaedia (Z-885) the following is 
found: ‘Accusations of child-stealing and even (mutual) cannibal- 
ism repeatedly lead to persecution in the 19th and 20th century; 
however, these accusations were seldom substantiated’ (emphasis 
added). This standard phrase changes only in later editions, after 
the Second World War, and then it becomes: ‘The child-stealing 
allegations continually proved to be mere insinuations.’ It is re- 
markable that Grellmann, who usually opted for the most negative 
interpretation, rejected the allegations of both child-stealing and 
cannibalism. Influenced by the ideas of the Enlightenment, he con- 
sidered these allegations as signs of superstition and irrational think- 
ing.’ The opinions of Borrow and Serboianu are directly opposed 
to this.’ The former claimed that Gypsies stole children in order 
to sell them, and Serboianu thought that these children were muti- 
lated in order to turn them into beggars. Block’s view of the mat- 
ter differed completely. According to this author, Gypsies stole white 
children because of a ‘Selbsterhaltungstrieb der Zigeuner als Rasse.”” 
In this way, degeneration of the Gypsy race would be prevented. 
The marital traditions of the Gypsies have also generated the 
wildest speculations. To many, the abduction of the bride, the in- 
cestuous conduct and unchristian marriage rituals which are attri- 
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buted to the Gypsies are a thorn in the side. It would definitely be 
interesting to find out when accusations of incest started to be pro- 
jected on Gypsy societies and what arguments were used, for the 
imagination of many a scholar has been richly stimulated by this 
subject. 

We will not go into the Indian origins of Romany, the generic 
term for all Gypsy dialects. This consideration is not important to 
the image of Gypsy. What we wish to consider summarily is a claim 
which is first made in the 1938 Winkler Prins encyclopaedia that, 
besides their colloquial language, the Gypsies had developed a sign 
language which they used while on the road in order to inform the 
groups following them about the best route, the behaviour of the 
police, the well-being of the inhabitants, and so on. As far as we 
know, Av&-Lallemant was the first to note the supposed influence 
of the Gypsy language on secret sign languages.*! In his influential 
work about the German criminal, the Gypsies are equated to thieves 
without the slightest mitigating nuance. Because of this, the author 
thought that there was a connection between the German word for 
scoundrel (Gauner) and the word Zigeuner (Gypsy). The latter term 
is supposedly a collocation of Zieh (roam or wander) and Gauner.” 
In the second half of the century the secret sign language of the 
Gypsies became an increasingly popular theme, particularly in Ger- 
man criminology. Liebich went into great detail on the subject, and 
the authoritative criminologist Lombroso, who maintained a very 
negative view of the Gypsies in his works, also referred to their 
secret sign language.” Later, the work of these authors on the subject 
was worked out in great detail by Gross.“ According to him, the 
Gypsies used the signs mainly to facilitate their criminal activities 
such as theft, murder and so on. This negative interpretation did 
not diminish until long after the Second World War. 


RELIGION 


From the eighteenth century up to today, encyclopaedias have in- 
sisted that Gypsies are not religious, at least not in the true sense 
of the word. They might appear to follow the way of Christ in 
Christian countries, and to be Mohammedans in Islamic countries, 
but according to the editors, they do this only for opportunistic 
reasons, such as gaining access to a particular country. In addition, 
it is noted that they never bother about religious concepts, religious 
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education or customs,” except for — and no encyclopaedia fails to 
emphasize this — their alleged custom of having a newborn child 
baptized as often as possible in order to get a fair number of gifts 
from the various godparents. Taking into account the negative view 
of the Gypsies, it is not surprising that baptism for money and 
presents has always been interpreted as proof of begging and fraud. 
Besides the question of how widespread this custom actually was, 
a critical remark is especially justified here, particularly because 
this so-called custom is often mentioned in order to illustrate how 
undesirable Gypsies were in earlier times (as well as today). We 
can find a good example of such a negative interpretation in van 
Kappen’s dissertation on the early history of Gypsies in the Nether- 
lands.” The author is convinced that Gypsies had their children 
baptized mainly for the sake of the presents from the godparents. 
He bases his conclusion on the decisions of various synods of the 
Dutch Reformed Church at the beginning of the seventeenth cen- 
tury. These synods imposed injunctions which were not against 
baptizing Gypsy children, but against petitions for godfathers and 
godmothers. Van Kappen sees this as proof that multiple baptisms 
did occur and that society found this objectionable. At the same 
time, he shows that such injunctions did not prevent the rural popu- 
lation from giving the Gypsies money after a baptism ceremony.*’ 
If we also take into account that the injunctions against 
godparenthood were circumvented, one can conclude just as easily 
that the Gypsies were not as unwanted as was supposed earlier, 
particularly where the rural population was concerned. 

Around the middle of the nineteenth century, opinions concern- 
ing the Gypsies’ official beliefs changed in scholarly writings; they 
might have been religious in only a superficial way, but it could 
not be denied that they had religious feelings. Kogalnitchan was the 
first who presented us with this idea.“ Later, the same idea was 
worked out in much greater detail by Liebich, Schwicker and Wlislocki 
(1891). Wlislocki in particular examined all kinds of creation myths, 
fairy tales, superstitions, magic and such. In the twentieth century 
this theme has been elaborated upon in various ways.” Around the 
turn of the century the realization that Gypsy communities have 
certain religious ideas and customs slowly starts to penetrate the 
encyclopaedias. Nevertheless, the Christian encyclopaedias are always 
quick to note that the fundamental principles of the Gypsies are 
inspired by heathendom and atheism. The Oosthoek mentions that 
Gypsy customs concerning their oldest woman are indicative of 
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ancient religious ideas. The fact that some foods are forbidden (horse 
flesh in particular), that there are declarations of impurity (of their 
midwives, among others) and that certain trees and animals are 
worshipped point towards the same conclusion. According to the 
Oosthoek, the Gypsies’ ancestor worship originates from fear of 
the dead. It is not until 1976 that the Grote Winkler Prins reports 
that this type of worship has a central function in the religious 
experience of the Gypsies. During this century, the emphasis has 
been more and more on the alleged superstitious beliefs of the 
Gypsies. 


PROFESSIONS 


In many studies about Gypsies — and the same holds true for en- 
cyclopaedias — two contradictory views can be found on their voca- 
tional activities: because of their specialized professions, Gypsies 
have always played a unique role in the labour market, for instance 
as tinkers or sieve-makers; and, conversely, Gypsies are extremely 
workshy and hardly ever work. Most authors do not seem to be 
aware of this contradiction. Nevertheless, logically one of the views 
must be untenable. After all, it is impossible to master a manual 
profession to the finest detail without long-term training and 
instruction. 

In the eighteenth century, people already seemed to be convinced 
that Gypsies preferred jobs which required little effort,’ and above 
all no permanent residence (see the 1940 Oosthoek). In view of 
the prevailing impression of the Gypsy character, this interpreta- 
tion is hardly surprising. In addition, attempts have been made to 
categorize Gypsies according to group or tribe, on the basis of descent 
and according to their way of life. For example, Nieuwenhuis’ 1844 
encyclopaedia divides the so-called Kroon-Ciganen into four groups: 
Rudari, mainly goldwashers; Ursari, who are well known as 
bearleaders; Lingurari, who make wooden utensils (especially spoons); 
and Laiessie, who roam around without practising a real profession. 
This last group in particular is described in a negative fashion. In 
addition, the author distinguishes the Batrassi, slaves of the Bojars, 
Romanian landed gentry. The Gypsies have supposedly become 
sedentary and are active in all kinds of professions. Many passages 
indicate with little subtlety that even these Gypsies cannot escape 
the blemish of their heritage. 
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The element of fraud is brought in consistently in discussions 
of the horse trade. De Chalmot even suggests that this was an im- 
portant cause of the government’s negative attitude towards Gypsies. 
The way people perceived the role of Gypsies in horse trading pro- 
vides a good illustration of the premise stated in the beginning of 
this section. The illegalities which pervaded this market must have 
been taken as a matter of course probably because inflating prices 
or trickery must have been part of horse trading and every dealer, 
Gypsy and non-Gypsy, must have operated in that way. Otherwise 
one cannot explain why, through the centuries, people continued 
to buy horses from Gypsies. However, no one bothers about this 
contradiction in scholarly literature until after the Second World 
War. Such inconsistencies easily found their way into the negative 
interpretation of the Gypsy lifestyle. The explanation of fraud in 
the horse-trading business usually pointed towards the backward- 
ness of the farmers who were tricked again and again. In addition, 
it was claimed that the psychological qualities of the Gypsy played 
a decisive role. He supposedly sensed how a potential buyer was 
to be approached.”! 

Many other professions worthy of closer examination are men- 
tioned in the encyclopaedias, but for the sake of brevity, these must 
be passed over. What does need to be mentioned is that almost 
every encyclopaedia reports that Gypsies visited markets and fairs 
yearly in order to perform as acrobats, magicians, dancers and 
musicians (once again, occupations which require highly developed 
skills), while the older women foretold the future by reading cards 
and palms. Particularly this chiromancy, predicting the future by 
reading the lines of a human hand, has always appealed to the 
imagination. The encyclopaedia of Witsen Geysbeek (1861) even claims 
that the old Gypsy women were not afraid to resort to murder in 
order to make their predictions come true. 


ART 


The only appreciation which the Gypsies have really gained has been 
in the area of art. However, this appraisal is often presented in the 
form of an indestructible stereotype: the Gypsy’s fiery tempera- 
ment combined with his musical virtuosity, expressing his unbri- 
dled existence. Up to the twentieth century, the folkloristic side of 
the Gypsies’ means of expression has been highlighted. For instance, 
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we read that Gypsy dancers were held in high regard in Russia. 
Indeed, there are even examples of distinguished gentlemen who 
asked such gifted Gypsy girls to marry them. The improvisational 
talent of the Hungarian and Balkan Gypsies, mostly on the violin, 
in particular has generated many exhaustive descriptions. For in- 
stance, the Algemene Muziek Encyclopedie of 1963 (and 1984) re- 
lates the anecdote of Bihari, a Gypsy violinist, who was praised 
highly by Liszt in 1821 for his virtuosity. This violinist had a ser- 
vant carry his violin in front of him on a satin pillow; the most 
beautiful moment of his life occurred when he moved Queen 
Elisabeth of Hungary to tears with his playing. 

In the 1930s, when music encyclopaedias begin to focus on the 
characteristics of Gypsy music, it starts to be emphasized that the 
Gypsy, rather than being creative, often copies and reproduces, which 
although particularly noticeable in his music extends to other ac- 
tivities as well. The explanation goes as follows: Gypsies in central 
or northwest Europe have been displaying their arts and crafts at 
fairs since the fifteenth century, capturing the citizenry’s interest 
in music, dance and magic. They partially took over the role of 
wandering acrobats and jugglers, and gave the ancient profession 
of the musician a new unprecedented exotic flavour by singing in a 
strange language with grace-notes, trills and timbres which are 
undeniably Asian. This view also argues that the musicians pre- 
ferred to concentrate on and adapt to local melodies and rhythms 
for commercial reasons. That is why Gypsy music is seen more as 
a specific way of performing, a style of singing and playing that 
already exists among the local population, rather than as an in- 
digenous music which belongs to the tradition brought along by 
the travelling musicians themselves. Indeed, this is the way they 
entered European history, as itinerant musicians, socially abused, 
but much admired as musical craftsmen (Grote Winkler Prins, 1979, 
Part XX). On the one hand then, there is a laudatory emphasis on 
the fact that all Gypsy music has an expressive vitality in common, 
and that Gypsies saw to it that the Spanish flamenco was handed 
down. On the other hand, it is claimed again and again, particu- 
larly during the past few decades, that they do not possess an original 
musical culture. 

A similar development can be observed in ideas about the liter- 
ary traditions of Gypsies. In 1906, Vivat’s illustrated encyclopaedia 
managed only to report that there were poets among the Gypsies, 
and with that we have the first encyclopaedia to mention this aspect. 
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One of the first students in Gypsy studies who examined Gypsy 
fairy tales and songs was the Austrian linguist Miklosich (1875). 
After him, Schwicker praised the poetry and the narrative skills of 
Gypsies, deviating for the first time from his shining example, Liebich, 
who found their poetry ‘dürftig und armselig’.°* Wlislocki must also 
be named as a great animator and popularizer in this branch of 
studies.” This author, who was more blinded than enlightened by 
his observations (only partly through participation), left the beaten 
track at this point and collected many folk-tales, songs, poems and 
fairy tales from Gypsies.” 

In 1923, the Oosthoek encyclopaedia, which apparently had learned 
little and was badly informed on contemporary literature, wrote 
that Gypsies did not have a literary tradition. In the second edi- 
tion in 1932 an addition was made: ‘... except for fairy tales and 
stories which display little that is special’. And suddenly, in the 
fourth edition in 1953, the Gypsies are seen as musical, cheerful, 
lively people, with a talent for reciting arts, crafts and languages. 
Moreover, they have a treasury of Eastern fairy tales and songs 
which is of utmost importance. The role of Gypsies as storytellers 
with a repertoire of hundreds of legends and other folk-tales also 
comes into focus in the 1970s. The 1979 Grote Winkler Prins is 
even the first to devote a long section to the popular literature of 
Gypsies. However, the Gypsy’s originality is denied again. There is 
talk of imitation and a mixture of motifs and subjects of foreign 
origins without Indian traces, which are adapted to become com- 
pletely gypsy-like. Texts of the Gypsies retain, as it were, the sedi- 
ment of the cultures which they have encountered during their travels. 
Essentially, this attempt at appreciation proves to be yet another 
negative interpretation, because little justice is done to the merits 
of Gypsy culture. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The question as to the source of the representation of Gypsies in 
(Dutch) encyclopaedias, which we raised in the introduction, can 
be answered very simply. The knowledge upon which this rep- 
resentation is based is taken straight from the scholarly works which 
existed at the time. Whatever is presented in these works is adopted 
without criticism from the original source. Grellmann’s work in 
particular has had a pivotal function. This does not apply to the 
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first two encyclopaedias, one by Luiscius (1724-34) and one by 
Hübner (1748), whose fairly short entries were based upon sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century chronicles. After De Chalmot (1789), who 
based his entry of 16 columns entirely on Grellmann, the tone is 
set for a long time. 

It was Grellmann who believed he had demonstrated that Gypsies 
were an untrustworthy, childish people, who could only reach a 
degree of higher civilization through careful guidance. The 
rationalizations which he presented in his work began to lead a 
life of their own as stereotypes, and were soon used to justify at- 
tacks by society which were launched on several fronts. Later works, 
in which Grellmann’s prejudices were continued, produced practi- 
cally the same images. Even those who wished the Gypsies well, 
who thought they could rid themselves of their prejudices by travel- 
ling and living with them like Wlislocki and Block, did not manage 
to escape the impressions which had been handed down. At times, 
people went even further and interpreted an initially positive im- 
pression in a negative way at the last moment. We can see this 
mechanism in operation very clearly in the representation of the 
musical talents of Gypsies. Although they are praised for the virtu- 
osity of their performances, particularly in the nineteenth century, 
once musicology, and subsequently the encyclopaedias, took a critical 
look at their repertoire, it was soon ‘demonstrated’ that their music 
totally lacked originality, and that its nature was reproductive rather 
than creative. The same supposedly went for their oral tradition, 
whose imitative character was continually emphasized. Leaving aside 
the question of whether ‘imitation’ and ‘originality’ are valid con- 
cepts in this context, as they quickly lead to the argument of the 
chicken and the egg, it must be noted that other performing arts 
and folk-tales never have to answer to such requirements. 

Encyclopaedias are generally distinguished from scholarly works 
by the outdated concepts and representations which continue to 
appear in them. Editors are slow in accepting recent studies, par- 
ticularly those which deviate from the norm, such as the social- 
scientific research from about 1960 onwards which concentrates 
on the marginal and minority position of Gypsies.” An extreme 
example is found in the Christian (1929, 1961, 1977) and Catholic 
(1955, 1983) encyclopaedias in the Netherlands. These hold tena- 
ciously to the work that the Dutch political leader Abraham Kuyper 
wrote around the turn of the century and in which he was excep- 
tionally negative about Gypsies, Jews and ‘the Asian danger’. The 
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encyclopaedia Thieme from 1984 proves that outdated views are 
not limited to encyclopaedias with a religious character. Thieme 
presents a number of backward ideas about Gypsies which we do 
not find in the recent editions of encyclopaedias such as Oosthoek, 
Spectrum and the Winkler Prins. These encyclopaedias emphasize, 
at least from the 1960s onward, the Gypsies’ position as a discrimi- 
nated minority through the ages. 


Part II 
Stigmatization and 
Government Policies 


4 Eternal Vagrants? State 
Formation, Migration and 
Travelling Groups ın 


Western Europe, 1350-1914! 


Leo Lucassen 


INTRODUCTION 


In this chapter we will try to give an explanation why European 
societies, especially the authorities, pursued such a repressive policy 
towards travelling groups, whom they labelled as ‘Gypsies’ or 
‘vagrants’ from the Middle Ages onwards, and how the stigmatiza- 
tion of these groups has been fixed. The assumption that the atti- 
tude of the authorities and the state towards migration in general 
and itinerant groups in particular is pivotal in explaining the co- 
existence of a strong and ongoing stigmatization of these groups as 
social misfits and their simultaneous functional economic role is 
not enough. State formation alone does not do the trick. In order 
to avoid a circular argument and in order to gain a clear insight 
into the interaction between the authorities and travelling groups, 
we also have to consider the function of migration for the labour 
market. The main reason for this is that the nucleus of the accusa- 
tion is economic: the travellers were working under the cloak of 
begging and stealing or refusing to work. If we want to understand 
the stigmatization, we therefore have to link the ideas on travelling 
groups to the structural economic developments from the Middle 
Ages onwards. 


CHANGING CONCEPTIONS OF VAGRANCY AND 
LABOUR MIGRATION, 1350-1550 


According to Bronislaw Geremek, who wrote a number of fundamen- 
tal and influential studies on the changing attitude in Europe towards 


the poor in general and ‘vagrants’ in particular, the stigmatization 
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of travelling groups has its origin in the fourteenth century. Va- 
grancy had a negative connotation and referred to undesired wan- 
dering behaviour, and soon it was considered a crime in itself.? 
The negative stereotyping started in the 1340s and culminated at 
the beginning of the sixteenth century in popular books such as 
Das Narrenschiff (1494) and the Liber Vagatorum (about 1510) and 
publications on the secret language of rogues.’ In these works vaga- 
bonds and beggars were depicted as professional thieves, robbers 
and cheats. This image strongly influenced public opinion and was 
supported by state and church alike. The result was that people 
without a fixed abode and labelled as beggars or vagabonds were 
increasingly stigmatized as lazy and crime-prone. 

The explanation for this stigmatization offered in the literature 
is mainly economic, namely the change from a feudal to a market- 
oriented capitalist system — in other words, from bound to free 
labour. It is further stressed that due to the dramatic plagues in 
the fourteenth century that almost halved Western Europe’s popu- 
lation, a serious labour shortage came about leading to rising wages 
and a short ‘golden age’ for workers. For many of them it could be 
profitable to leave their master and try to get another job with a 
higher wage. Employers, together with the authorities, tried to prevent 
this by enlisting as many workers as possible. People who preferred 
to make their living in another way, for example as self-employed 
itinerants, were increasingly viewed with suspicious eyes and stig- 
matized as vagabonds. One of the measures taken to bind labour 
to capital and fix wages was the Statute of Labourers issued in 
England in 1351 (a similar Act was passed two years later in France).* 

The result of these structural ideological and economic changes 
was the emergence of a repressive policy towards people looked 
upon as vagrants and an attempt to control labour migration. Mi- 
gration was only admitted within institutionalized frameworks: pil- 
grims, emigrants, compagnonnage, colonists, seasonal labourers and 
others. People who travelled without such an ‘alibi’ took the risk 
of being stigmatized as vagrants, gens sans aveu or masterless men 
and treated as such. This accounted especially for travelling groups, 
because being on the move with one’s family without an apparent 
aim to settle again symbolized the pre-eminently unwanted life- 
style. The appearance of the first ‘Egyptians’ travelling in family 
groups in Western Europe (1419) fits well in this categorization. 
As they claimed to be pilgrims from Little Egypt, they were toler- 
ated and sometimes supported. When doubts about their pilgrim 
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status arose (and they were suspected of being spies for the Turks), 
they were soon stigmatized. Their supposed behaviour became a 
symbol of the lazy and criminal vagrant and a very repressive policy 
towards this category came about from 1500 onwards. 

The extent to which the general vagrant policy could be executed 
depended on the power and organization of the states and on the 
interpretation at the local level of who was to be considered a vagrant. 
We do not agree with Vexliard and Geremek that this category 
consisted mainly of people without ties with ‘normal’ society and 
who had retreated from it.” This image, close to that of the present 
homeless, ignores their ongoing economic functioning (also after 
stigmatization) and further suggests that it was to a large extent an 
objective category. When we take a closer look at government policy, 
however, we see that the label was quite flexible and could be ap- 
plied to all sorts of mobile people, including seasonal labourers 
and self-employed pedlars.° More or less the same holds true for 
the label ‘Gypsy’. 


THE RISE OF COMMERCIAL CAPITALISM AND THE 
SLOW SHIFT TO DIRECT RULE: 1550-1815 


The ‘long sixteenth century’ was a period of economic expansion 
in Western Europe, which led to the concentration and commer- 
cialization of the agricultural and trading sectors. The labour shortage 
disappeared due to population growth and wages became relatively 
stable.’ We would therefore expect that the stigmatization of labour 
migration, so prominent in the former period, would wane because 
it had lost its functionality. In general terms, this is indeed what 
seems to have happened. The expanding economies needed sea- 
sonal labour and peddling middlemen, and repressing them would 
not have been very wise from an economic point of view. As we 
know from the economic history of Western Europe there are im- 
portant regional differences. The best examples that are in tune 
with our expectations are the sea provinces of the Dutch Republic, 
where a capital-intensive economy developed that depended on 
migrant labour from low capital regions in the eastern part of the 
Republic and in the western part of German P 

In England, where commercial capitalism spread its wings almost 
a century later than in the Dutch Republic, we see a marked differ- 
ence, however. The commercialization and the emergence of capitalist 
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farmers, who increasingly replaced the small peasants, led to con- 
siderable proletarianization. Moreover, the early development 
of the English state was characterized by a much higher degree of 
integration of local and central authorities than the loosely con- 
nected provinces of the federal Dutch Republic. The combination 
of these economic and political forces gave way to another out- 
come in England. The state felt threatened by the growing num- 
bers of landless and sometimes masterless men, associated them 
with being uprooted and disorderly,’ and tried to control their 
movements and bind them to capital, using a sandwich formula of 
vagrant and poor laws both aimed at curbing migration. The period 
1560-1640 can therefore aptly be characterized as the ‘peak of state 
activity against vagabonds’.!? 

A third type of relationship between economic and political de- 
velopments is provided by France and Germany west of the Elbe. 
Here we see a combination of low capital and high coercion, to 
borrow Tilly’s analytical tools. The countryside maintained its frag- 
mented character, with the mass of the peasants (in contrast to the 
commercial farmers in the northwest) bound to their land. The 
population growth, however, led to smaller parcels of land, forcing 
many to combine their framework with activities that in many cases 
stimulated migration. One of the possibilities enabling the reten- 
tion of (some) land and making a living was seasonal labour. Others, 
mostly young people without land, often became servants. To what 
extent this process of (partial) proletarianization produced a struc- 
tural vagrancy problem, as Hufton and Lis and Soly argue,!! is not 
clear, but what is more important, the extensive forms of local and 
circular migration!? did worry the authorities at the local and re- 
gional level. Their fear was not altogether irrational. Poor vagrants 
could cause financial and security problems in this age of religious 
wars, of which the Thirty Years War is an outstanding example 
producing large groups of plundering and marauding mercenary 
soldiers. This does not mean, however, that migration was curbed. 

The preliminary conclusion of this still very rough typology would 
then be that, although the economic circumstances that produced 
the stigmatization of migrant labour in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries changed fundamentally with the economic expansion from 
about 1450 onwards, the interplay between capital and coercion in 
the process of state formation makes it understandable why, with 
the Dutch Republic as an exception, migration kept worrying the 
authorities. 
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So far we have looked at the general attitude towards labour mi- 
gration. Let us direct our attention now at the main topic of this 
chapter: travelling groups and the fear of vagrancy. At a first glance 
travelling groups do not fit the vagrancy pattern, because the changing 
negative attitude towards beggars and vagrants since the fifteenth 
century was a general Western European phenomenon. The main 
explanation for this is the major change in the organization of poor 
relief.!* The initiative was taken by urban authorities who took over 
the coordination of poor relief from the various private and re- 
ligious bodies. This not only led to a more rational and bureaucratic 
distribution of alms, but also to the exclusion of alien beggars, whose 
stay in cities was formally forbidden from the sixteenth century 
onwards. This by no means implies that their entrance could be 
stopped. It was difficult to distinguish them from indigenous beg- 
gars, whereas many citizens tolerated their stay and thus frustrated 
the official policy.'” Furthermore this transition took place very 
gradually.!® 

Nevertheless, as time moved on, the attempts of the cities (and 
later also villages) to restrict poor relief to their own people made 
life more difficult for people who could not prove that they be- 
longed in a certain place, and stimulated a kind of local aliens 
policy avant la lettre. One of the aims of the reorganization of poor 
relief was to establish better regulation and control of the labour 
reserves. As the demand for labour fluctuated strongly, it was 
important for employers to offer relief during bad times.'’ In Germany 
the main pillar of the exclusion policy of alien (alleged) poor was 
the Heimat principle. Every city or village was given the right to 
send back aliens to the place where they were supposed to have 
some sort of citizenship, mostly the place of their birth. In many 
cases travelling people could not assert their rights and thus a class 
of wandering and illegal (to use the modern term) people was 
created.'® 

It does not come as a surprise that quite soon after the reor- 
ganization of the poor relief acts and regulations aimed at repress- 
ing these vagrants commenced, whereby the category was much more 
broadly defined and equated with criminals. The intention, how- 
ever, to ban poor aliens from the cities was not put into practice 
in general. Beggary persisted as a widespread phenomenon and 
the centralization of poor relief remained a utopia. The imple- 
mentation of this legislation, which from the seventeenth century 
onwards was enacted at state level in Germany (and not by the 
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Reich), therefore proved to be quite difficult, not only because these 
weak states had to rely on local authorities and the cooperation of 
their citizens, but also because the distinction between the ‘good’ 
and the ‘bad’ was not as simple as the acts assumed. The group of 
itinerant people was very heterogeneous. To start with there were 
a number of migrants who had an alibi (in the sense of Geremek) 
against stigmatization, such as seasonal labourers, well-off pedlars 
and showmen and apprentices who served as a flexible working 
force.’ Their mobility was more or less controlled and accepted. 
This was less the case for all kinds of itinerants who performed a 
variety of services, such as the catching of mice and rats, the mending 
of kettles, playing music and peddling. In general their socio-econ- 
omic functions were also indispensable for the premodern society. 
Many authorities nevertheless considered itinerants’ mobility a prob- 
lem, because they were on the whole poorer and therefore sus- 
pected of begging and stealing. A third category consisted of people 
denounced, rightfully or not, as beggars and vagrants, who were 
often equated with the Egyptians. This category was regarded as 
the most dangerous and the legislation in Western Europe was mainly 
aimed at repressing their mobility. Being the ultimate alien, Gypsies 
were the symbol for the unwanted itinerant. Their way of living, 
travelling with their families, seemed to indicate a permanent wan- 
dering, and being seen as aliens they could not just be sent back to 
their places of birth, so the legislation simply forbade their stay in 
the country and aimed at expelling them. Although these ‘Egyp- 
tians’ were pictured in ethnic terms (having a dark complexion, 
wearing a distinct costume), the edicts made clear that it was pri- 
marily their way of life that formed the core of the accusation, 
very similar to the accusations levelled against vagrants. Soon their 
category was therefore enlarged to include all kinds of other travellers: 
vagrants and people with certain itinerant professions, especially 
entertainers and pedlars. The edicts also warned against so-called 
counterfeits, people disguised as Egyptians. It may not be altogether 
clear whether this new label (‘counterfayte Egyptians’) was created 
to hang on the native-born offspring of the original immigrants. As 
was the case in England, it is probable that this extension was also 
aimed at indigenous travellers who joined or imitated them.” 
There are indications that, at least partly as a consequence of 
this stigmatization, Gypsies and others indeed became engaged in 
organized crime in the course of the seventeenth century.”! This 
process is not only discernible for Gypsies, but also for some of the 
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itinerant Jews who migrated in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries from Poland to Western Europe, in the so-called smousen. 
Although the economic transformation in the sixteenth century did 
produce a growing mass of poor and wandering people and poss- 
ibly led to more criminality, the stigmatization cannot be explained 
mainly by objective factors. Bandits and professional criminals, so 
prominent in the negative stereotyping, only formed a small part 
of what was called the vagrant class. The idea, essential to nine- 
teenth-century rogue literature, that the social problems of the early 
modern period can be explained by pointing to the vagrants has 
been rejected by recent research.” The emergence of stigmatized 
categories (vagrants, Egyptians) and discriminatory regulations aimed 
at them, however, and the (organized) criminality to which they 
gave rise, produced a self-fulfilling prophecy. By the increasing con- 
vergence of these labels with criminality, people and authorities 
alike saw their ideas confirmed by selective perception and thus 
this process reinforced the stigmatization. 


Poor relief may have been the general propelling force behind the 
exclusion of the alien poor and most of the travelling groups, but 
it does not explain the differences between the repressive policies 
pursued in Western Europe. The best way to make this clear is to 
take a closer look at the persecution of Gypsies in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. In all Western European states their lifestyle 
was increasingly criminalized by the authorities in the course of 
the sixteenth century. The edicts forbade their stay in the country 
and threatened them with torture and death in the end. In the 
course of the seventeenth century, and especially during the first 
decades of the eighteenth, a radicalization of the legislation towards 
Gypsies and other vagrants took place, making their mere presence 
a crime that could result in the death penalty. However, the enforce- 
ment of these acts - all issued by the central authorities — was quite 
a different story. If we look at the map of Western Europe, it becomes 
clear that the ‘gypsy hunts’, which made it possible to kill Gypsies 
without any reason or trial, took place in a rather restricted area. 

First of all we see that in Germany the centre of these hunts lay 
in the southern area, stretching from the Palatine (immediately west 
of the French Lorraine where hunts were also organized) through 
Baden, Württemberg and Bavaria to Thüringen and Saxony.” The 
traditional explanation for this geographical concentration relies 
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on the political fragmentation of the area into many tiny states 
and separate juridical entities and, further, into the inaccessible 
terrain, full of hills and woods. Both would make it an attractive 
area for bandits, vagrants and Gypsies. Although plausible, these 
arguments do not convince. First of all we have to keep in mind 
that vagrancy and banditry were general phenomena in an age when 
the state was unable to maintain its monopoly on violence and were 
not restricted to certain areas. More important, however, are the 
insights that can be derived from the body of literature on the 
recruitment of the poor for the galleys and the army in general. In 
both cases it is clear that, especially in the second half of the seven- 
teenth century, the demand for soldiers and rowers in the galleys 
could not be met. This was not only the result of the warmongering 
by Louis XIV between 1672 and 1714, but also because of an ab- 
solute and relative increase in the men under arms in Europe in 
the course of the seventeenth century, especially in the second half.” 
The increased demand for soldiers put a stress on recruitment and 
the responsible agents therefore turned to the poor and vagrant 
classes. Redlich has shown that after 1675 a number of German 
states, whose authorities increasingly took recruitment into their 
own hands, forced people whom they considered as unwanted to 
enlist. States such as Prussia, Brandenburg and Saxony ordered their 
districts to supply them with enough recruits, to be gathered by 
means of hunts on vagrants.” 

It comes as no surprise that the number of regulations in Ger- 
many ordering local authorities to ban and round up vagrants and 
Gypsies reached an all-time high in the period after 1675.”° At the 
same time we see another situation in the South. Here the de- 
mand for soldiers was less, but was substituted by the demand for 
rowers in the galleys of Venice, Genoa and Marseilles. Service in 
the galleys was already an alternative to the death penalty during 
the sixteenth century. In the middle of this century, however, it 
became difficult for these states to find enough volunteers and - 
just as in the Turkish navy — they therefore turned to slaves who 
were captured during raids on the Balkans.” A small proportion 
of these rowers were bought from prisons in Northern states, such 
as the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden.” 
Again we see a remarkable correspondence between the demand 
for slaves and the raids on vagrants: in both cases concentrated in 
the second half of the seventeenth century and ending quite abruptly 
— due to a change in naval techniques — around 1730.” 
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When we combine the modes of recruitment in the North and 
the South of Germany the ‘outlaw corridor’ in the middle becomes 
of interest, and the traditional explanation may be extended with a 
whole new theory. In short the hypothesis is as follows: due to the 
demand for soldiers and rowers the increasing round-up of ‘un- 
wanted elements’ in Germany led to a concentration of ‘vagrants’ 
in the corridor between the Palatine and Saxony, which was too 
far from the Prussian-Brandenburg recruitment area as well as from 
the Mediterranean (in the latter case the transport costs were higher 
than the price per slave). The states in the corridor were therefore 
confronted with a double problem: they could not get rid of va- 
grants and moreover faced an immigration of those who wanted to 
evade enlistment in other areas of Germany. In some cases these 
hunted groups combined forces and by their criminal actions these 
bandits threatened the lives and goods of the inhabitants. The reaction 
of the authorities was to issue regulations which became more se- 
vere every year and ended up in draconian measures outlawing 
Gypsies and other vagrants. As a result, in a number of cases - for 
the corridor some 100 are documented” — people were killed without 
a trial. 

The policy towards vagrants and Gypsies in France also seems 
to fit very well into the military recruitment hypothesis. The re- 
pressive policy in France started to get more severe around the 
middle of the seventeenth century, but most important was the royal 
decree of 1682 against the ‘bohemians’ which stated that all Gypsies 
and vagrants had to be rounded up and sent to the galleys. For the 
enactment of this decree the central government in this age of 
‘brokerage’, as Tilly called it, had to rely on intermediary groups 
such as the nobility. According to Vaux de Foletier, many of them, 
however, were not inclined to help in any way and some of them 
even protected the ‘bohemians’, the reason being that most Gypsies 
were not criminal and fulfilled services that were wanted by this 
group, especially dancing (by women) and the making of music 
and the like.”! Maybe the lack of cooperation on the local level 
was one of the reasons why only five years later the central govern- 
ment decided to establish the first fully centralized police force in 
Western Europe, the marechaussée, whose most important task it 
was to execute the policy towards vagrants and Gypsies. In the last 
years of the seventeenth century the marechaussée was mainly 
arresting people they considered to be vagrants and Gypsies. In 
contrast to Germany and the eastern provinces of the Dutch Republic 
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this did not lead to ‘gypsy hunts’ (except in Lorraine in 1723). 
Notwithstanding the local and regional autonomy, in contrast to 
Germany with its hundreds of autonomous areas, France as a whole 
was much more centralized. This explains why the state, symbol- 
ized by the marechaussée force, was able to round up the vagrants 
in the entire country and, with the possible exception of the newly 
conquered region Alsace-Lorraine in the periphery — which was 
only integrated into the French state from about 1780 onwards — 
outlawing and killing did not take place. What happened after cap- 
ture, however, is not entirely clear. Although France also sent more 
than a thousand people to its galleys in the period 1680-1715, few 
of them were categorized as bohesme (Gypsy). The number of 
rounded up Gypsies, together with other vagrants, grew fast, how- 
ever, between 1716 and 1748.” 

The Dutch Republic, finally, to a certain extent resembled Ger- 
many. Here was also a region, consisting of the eastern provinces 
Gelderland and Overijssel, characterized by the outlawing of vagrants 
and Gypsies, where so-called gypsy-hunts were organized in the 
first decades of the eighteenth century. According to Egmond this 
process has to be interpreted as a reaction of the local, and later 
regional, authorities to the growing criminality of certain organ- 
ized groups of Gypsies and people who had joined them, including 
former mercenaries. Furthermore, Egmond argues that there are 
strong indications that many of them had recently come from France 
and the German states.” 

The persecution may by no means have been as massive and all- 
encompassing as some believe — not in the least because of the 
limited coercive means — but it marked an important break with 
the former period in the sense that the power of authorities in 
such different states as France, the German principalities and the 
eastern provinces of the Dutch Republic proved capable of organ- 
izing such a general repression. Further, this repression reinforced 
the existing stigma, because Gypsies and criminality were more firmly 
connected than ever before. This break in policy also fits well with 
the change of state formation in Western Europe from brokerage 
to nationalization. A decisive shift took place from the traditional 
private to the public domain. The growing power of the state was 
embodied in the emergence of a police apparatus and effective 
criminal procedures. The persecution of crime was gradually taken 
over by state institutions and the rights of privileged groups (guilds, 
nobility, etc.) were curtailed.» It can be considered as the first step 
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in the change from indirect to direct rule, and from a reactive to 
the proactive policy that was firmly established in the nineteenth 
century. 

How did the gradual change to direct rule together with the grow- 
ing coercive power of the state influence the general attitude to- 
wards vagrants and people considered as poor migrants in general 
during the long eighteenth century we are dealing with here? To 
start with we see a remarkable difference between Great Britain 
and the other states. In the British Isles the policy can be described 
as a system of control. The central state may not have been as 
strong as in France or in the absolutist principalities of Germany, 
but Great Britain was the only state that was capable of imple- 
menting acts and regulations at the local level. For us the Settle- 
ment Act of 1662 and the old Poor Law (1601-1834) are of particular 
interest. According to Snell the Poor Law created ‘miniature wel- 
fare states’ and thus helped to reduce vagrancy and slow down 
migration by a system of relatively generous relief and the mobili- 
zation of the local poor for temporary labour.” 

In France and the German states no such arrangements existed 
and the state resorted to repression instead of control, notwithstanding 
efforts to create a system of workhouses (which stand in the shadow 
of the systematic English approach), prisons and dépôts.’ As we 
have already seen, the best example of the repression model can 
be found in France with the establishment of the marechaussée. In 
the eighteenth century this force was expanded and became the 
foremost state instrument in the offensive against the mobile poor. 
Schwartz has argued that due to the authorities’ specialization in 
vagrants and their success in repressing banditry, people living in the 
countryside began putting their trust in them during the last decades 
of the eighteenth century, and people’s conception of the state 
gradually changed. The purely parasitical image, especially embodied 
in the French state, had to give way to a certain extent to the 
image of the state as protector of property and guardian of peace.” 
The marechaussée were not only concerned with crime but with all 
kinds of disorderly behaviour and (in their eyes) suspect forms of 
migration. Although many officials recognized the functionality of 
migrant labour, this did not alter the view of the marechaussée.” 

In the period of the greatest repression in France, the marechaussée 
therefore aimed in the first place at vagrants and Gypsies, but it is 
not totally unsurprising that in some cases they also arrested pedlars 
and seasonal labourers.’ As in England and Germany the term 
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vagrant was interpreted very widely as all persons suspected of crimes 
and misdemeanours when there was insufficient evidence to secure 
conviction by trial.“ Although this policing seems to have been 
quite effective, at least in France, and contributed to safety in the 
countryside, by indiscriminately lumping together bandits with all 
kinds of migrant people the stigmatization of the mobile poor in 
general and travelling groups in particular was reinforced, and not 
only by the association with organized crime, but also by the grow- 
ing gulf between the sedentary population and so-called vagrants. 

In the other continental states the enforcement of this repres- 
sion was mainly the responsibility of local and regional authorities 
whose means were very limited. Only gradually did the state enter 
the scene and take over. Notwithstanding the general absolutist 
rhetoric, the attempts of Western European states to monopolize 
the use of violence and establish a state police force were embryo- 
nic and only gained impetus at the end of the eighteenth century. 
It would not be until after the Napoleonic wars that German states 
(as well as the Netherlands) would take over the French gendar- 
merie system.” 


MODERN STATE FORMATION IN AN AGE OF 
INDUSTRIALISM AND URBANIZATION, 1815-1914 


From the end of the eighteenth century onwards internal migra- 
tion in Western Europe increased. Proletarianization continued and 
due to the ongoing commercialization of the agricultural sector and 
the jerky character of industrialization jobs became less secure, 
leading to a growing mobility. In agriculture year-contracts were 
replaced by irregular demand,* and in industry much work was 
still seasonal (construction), whereas factory work was often tem- 
porary as well. This unstable feature of the labour market caused 
many labourers to move constantly from one place to another.” 
In view of the traditional ideas on migration and mobility it is 
not surprising that this situation led to growing concerns among 
the authorities. Migration may have been the rule, as it had been 
in pre-industrial Europe, but the norm still was sedentarism. The 
fear of a great mass of rootless and wandering paupers was wide- 
spread. At the same time the fast urbanization that attracted many 
people from the countryside gave rise to similar ideas. This is well 
illustrated by the work of Chevalier on Paris and Stedman-Jones 
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on London.“ In both cities the ruling classes saw the poor immi- 
grants as pathological nomads, who did not want to work and would 
live by theft and begging alone. The image of these new barbar- 
ians did not differ much from that of vagrants and they were often 
not differentiated by the central authorities. 

Apart from political disturbances, fear of the mobile poor, espe- 
cially those who were labelled as vagrants, seems to have been one 
of the major reasons for the professionalization of the police in 
Western Europe. This was especially the case in Great Britain. In 
other parts of the realm the motives were similar.“ In discussions 
of the professionalization of the police in 1840-50 the repression 
of vagrancy was stressed and crime was mainly associated with 
migrants.” According to Steedman the County and Borrow Police 
Act 1856 was directly caused by the wish to repress vagrancy.*® 
The most important means for the police was the Vagrancy Act of 
1824, characterized as ‘the most pernicious piece of legislation against 
Gypsies and travellers in the nineteenth century’.” The definition 
of vagrant had become so wide and the discretionary power of the 
police so big that all obnoxious behaviour could be labelled as such "7 
In practice, however, it was aimed in the first place against mi- 
grants. Although this policy was in some cases neutralized by the 
protective effects of other acts,’ it made life for migrant labourers 
and travelling groups quite hard and frustrated their economic func- 
tioning. Nevertheless there is no proof that these groups were 
disproportionally responsible for theft in the countryside. 

In France the professionalization of the police was not only linked 
to vagrancy, but first of all to the insecure political situation and 
the fear of revolution and disturbances of the public order.” After 
1850, however, criminality also became a dominant theme and as 
in Great Britain the causes were primarily sought among the poor: 
unskilled, unemployed paupers and vagabonds, whose personal defects 
were thought to be responsible for their criminal behaviour. The 
vagabond was depicted as the prototype of the criminal, because 
of his alleged refusal to work and to accumulate possessions.” 
According to Wright the vagabond question was dealt with in an 
atmosphere of paranoia about criminality in general and in 1885 a 
law was passed that made it possible to transport backsliders, among 
whom were many vagrants, to the colonies. In this respect it is 
noteworthy that England was already pursuing this policy a cen- 
tury earlier by sending criminals, which it considered as cancerous 
tumours in the national body, to the Americas first and after the 
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war of independence to Australia. This supports the argument used 
in previous paragraphs that the English state formation was way 
ahead of developments on the continent. In Germany the situa- 
tion, at least before the unification, was more complicated and dif- 
fered from state to state. In general, however, Tilly’s characterization 
of nineteenth-century police policy as proactive seems to be con- 
firmed by what we know on the professionalization of the police. 
This preventive activity is especially well illustrated by the emer- 
gence of police journals, containing all kinds of descriptions of people 
wanted, missing or expelled.°* For each person comprehensive in- 
formation was given, in some cases including the labels given to 
them (Jew, Gypsy, vagrant). The proactive element was that the 
status of people was fixed, so that other authorities could act upon 
it in the future. For the persons concerned it became more diffi- 
cult to get rid of the label once it was attached to them. After the 
Napoleonic wars these incidental warrants were slowly replaced by 
police journals that appeared on a regular basis. 

Much attention in these journals was paid to the gemeinschädliche 
Umhertreiber (harmful tramps). Although most of them did not com- 
mit (serious) crimes, the police tried to establish constant supervi- 
sion and control by spreading detailed information about them among 
the local police forces. As Lüdtke has observed, the tenor of executive 
police conduct was directly influenced by the increase in popula- 
tion and migratory movements.” 

The dissolution of the guilds and the breaking up of the patriar- 
chal relations in agriculture forced the state to take over control. 
At the same time the national state began to define its citizens, 
and the attention of the emerging gendarmerie forces on the 
continent was primarily aimed at preventing alien vagrants from 
entering the country and monitoring the indigenous migrant popu- 
lation.” This was not a straightforward process. For a long time 
the state tried to delegate the control to the estates. The erosion 
of the old order proved to be final, however, and once the state 
took responsibility the process was irreversible. 


The ongoing stigmatization in the nineteenth century cannot be 
fully explained by pointing to the process of state formation and 
economic change alone. Again we have to take poor relief into 
consideration. From the end of the eighteenth century the state 
became more involved in this locally organized system. One of the 
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consequences of the centralization that took place in all countries 
of Western Europe, but especially in the Netherlands and Ger- 
many, was that it became clear that the state was responsible for 
all its citizens and therefore also for its poor. In Prussia — and in 
other states as well — we see a similar development. This safety net 
was especially meant for people without a fixed place to stay, a 
category that only increased after 1820 because of the successful 
restrictive policy of municipalities with regard to the granting of 
citizenship to newcomers. 

Because of this increasing involvement of the state in the distri- 
bution of poor relief, it was forced to define who was a Prussian 
citizen and who was not. As Brubaker argues, this was speeded up 
by the codification of the citizenship in 1842 and the economic 
liberalization (Freizügigkeit), which made the question of national- 
ity suddenly acute.” Conflicts about responsibility for the poor were 
no longer fought out among municipalities, but between states. As 
Germany was divided into some 39 states before 1870 this could 
easily have led to a growing consciousness of foreigners. 

In other countries the concern for the poor wandering foreign- 
ers, or people regarded as such (as was the case with ‘Gypsies’), 
also played a pivotal role in the completion of aliens acts. Dutch 
representatives, for example, spent the lion’s share of their debate 
on the (very liberal) Aliens Act of 1849 on the category of the 
‘destitute alien’, personalized among others by the Gypsies. To- 
gether with the politically dangerous aliens they were the only ones 
whose entrance into the kingdom had to be prevented. 

In the period until 1914, when there was no coherent aliens policy, 
it was mainly the ‘destitute aliens’, and from 1868 onward Gypsies, 
who were the objects of policy. In France travelling groups also 
served as a test case for the general legislation towards aliens. With 
the act on nomades of 1912 the French government for the first 
time made obligatory a separate identity card for people (indigen- 
ous as well as aliens) who travelled with their families and had no 
fixed abode. This carnet anthropométrique not only mentioned their 
civil state and profession, but also details about their physical ap- 
pearance, fingerprints and two photographs. Although the act was 
not aimed at aliens in particular, it was this category that the pro- 
moters of the law had in mind. It took only five years before this 
card was made obligatory for all aliens.” 
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The consequences of growing state interference on the stigmatiza- 
tion of itinerants and travelling groups were far-reaching. This can 
well be illustrated by the growing concern about criminality in 
Western Europe. In the nineteenth century for the first time crime 
statistics were made, showing an alarming increase in crime rates. 
For contemporaries this was due to the socio-economic changes 
mentioned above. In fact the increase was not so much in crime 
itself as in the improved registration of crimes and in the exten- 
sion of the criminal law into hitherto untrodden areas (prostitu- 
tion, drunkenness, poaching, etc.), as we saw with the Vagrancy 
Act of 1822. According to Gatrell the problematizing of crime from 
1780 onwards illustrates mainly public fear about the changes and 
disorder caused by urbanization, democratization and the indus- 
trial revolution.” For migrants and travelling groups the changing 
ideas about foreigners and criminality hardened their stigma, illus- 
trated by the emergence of a specialized policy towards Gypsies, 
but also by the more general attitude towards alien (im)migrants 
such as the Irish navvies in England™ and foreign pedlars in Belgium 
and France Hl to mention some examples. 

This tendency was reinforced by the specialization within police 
forces that took place in the last decades of the nineteenth century. 
In the wake of the general bureaucratization that accompanied state 
formation in Western Europe, special branches were established 
for the surveillance of ‘social problems’ such as prostitution, aliens, 
vagrants and in some countries Gypsies. Strongly influenced by the 
general negative ideas about travelling groups, the sections that 
occupied themselves with these categories could to some extent 
gain autonomy and the power to define the problem according to 
their own perception and interest, if only to justify their existence. 
In the late nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries the 
two main driving objectives of the policy towards travelling groups 
were sedentarism and regular work, and - in the case of foreigners 
— expulsion. The result of this development is that the demarcation 
line between nationals and foreigners on the one hand and normal 
and antisocial citizens on the other was more and more stressed. 


CONCLUSION 


In this chapter we have tried to deal with a paradox: how to ex- 
plain the repressive policy towards travelling groups from the four- 
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teenth century onwards when we know at the same time that these 
groups fulfilled a useful and necessary function. How is it conceiv- 
able that states and their officials have been blind for such a long 
time? As a matter of fact, they were not — at least not totally. To 
start with, this historical overview has made clear that authorities 
constantly have made divisions within the migrant population be- 
tween the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’, the ‘honest’ and the ‘dishonest’, or 
— in Geremek’s words — between migrants with and without an alibi. 
Here we have only shifted the question, because it still does not 
explain why most of the time travelling groups have been depicted 
as bad. The traditional answer is that these groups, especially the 
so-called Gypsies among them, were parasites and that therefore 
we cannot speak of stigmatization or prejudices. As we argue in 
the third section of this book, however, generally speaking this image 
is false. The opposite explanation, along the lines of Lis and Soly, 
is not convincing either: interpreting the repressive policy as a way 
to discipline and control people who do not fit the ideal of the 
dominant classes and viewing the social problems (poverty, ban- 
ditry, etc.) as social constructions serving as an excuse. Although 
this approach has valuable elements and is not to be rejected en- 
tirely, it does not help us much further, unless we are satisfied 
with conspiracy theories. 

So far the matter has only become more complicated. If the ex- 
planation lies neither with the groups themselves nor with the domi- 
nant society, are we then stuck with one that is unsatisfactory and 
middle of the road? Not necessarily, we think, because in this chapter 
we have argued that the key to our problem has to be found in the 
development of the system of poor relief in Western Europe.” By 
restricting the poor relief from the fifteenth century onwards to 
the local poor and simultaneously refusing citizenship rights to poor 
immigrants, a category of ‘vagrants’ and Gypsies was created. This 
poor relief system was based on the restriction of the relief to local 
inhabitants, and the exclusion of aliens (in Germany known as 
the Heimat principle) had far-reaching effects for the stigmatiza- 
tion of travelling groups who (rightfully or not) were expected to 
be reduced to beggary. The final transition in the nineteenth cen- 
tury which linked poor relief to the place where one lived could 
no longer change a great deal for travelling groups. On the con- 
trary, every municipality then ran the risk of becoming liable for 
their support, which made the authorities more than motivated to 
prevent their stay, let alone settlement. What makes the history of 
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poor relief so relevant and interesting also in a wider context is 
that the same mechanisms can be detected which we see in the 
nineteenth-and twentieth-century aliens policy. In fact, the restric- 
tion of poor relief by the cities in the sixteenth century formed a 
prelude for the later aliens policy at a national level. 

For an explanation of the ongoing stigmatization of travelling 
groups in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially in 
Germany and France, poor relief has to be linked with the process 
of state formation. States became more and more dependent on 
migrant labour (to a lesser extent this accounts for the situation in 
Great Britain as well), but nevertheless pursued the most repressive 
of policies towards vagrants and Gypsies. Although we could argue 
that their policies were still influenced by the anti-migration tradi- 
tion in the ancien regime, this alone is not convincing. We hope to 
have made clear that the process of modern state formation also 
played a role. The modern state, characterized by direct rule, has 
an interest in controlling migration and for general purposes (con- 
scription, taxes, etc.) wants to know where its citizens are. More- 
over, the growing fear of the criminality of the underclasses, especially 
when on the move, contributed to the wish to establish a perma- 
nent system of supervision. The foremost control apparatus to per- 
form this task was the police. 

This, however, was the general development in Western Europe. 
In order to understand the differences in repression we have to 
resort to a new typology that is linked to the type of state forma- 
tion. Strong central states such as Germany and France created a 
centralized and specialized police force much earlier than the more 
decentralized states such as the Netherlands and Great Britain. The 
early professionalization and specialization of the police within the 
first type led to a reinforcement of the existing stigmatization of 
travelling groups. This cannot just be explained in a quantitative 
way by the increase in the number of policemen but also in the 
specialization of the police in types of crime or ‘dangerous’ groups: 
anarchists, antisocials, aliens, Gypsies and so on. These develop- 
ments created a certain autonomous space for police forces and at 
the same time stimulated the labelling of potential criminals, who 
had to be watched carefully and if possible arrested.° The 
criminalizing effects have been felt by many groups, but in our case 
the examples of the vagrants and Gypsies, especially in Germany, 
are the most instructive. The power of definition and its conse- 
quences are far-reaching and were facilitated by new techniques 
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used for tracing and recognizing people. This process of labelling, 
the fixing of stigmatizing labels such as vagrant or Gypsy to indi- 
viduals by registering and supervision, is typical of the modern state. 
Whereas in the ancien régime the labelling was quite primitive, 
modern techniques combined with a proactive policy (registration, 
fingerprints, photographs) made it a lot more difficult for people 
to escape registration and stigmatization. 

Finally, a last word on the psychological side of the stigmatiza- 
tion process that came about at the end of the Middle Ages. As 
we have seen the negative images were increased by a process of 
selective perception and self-fulfilling prophecy. Once the image 
and category of parasitic and workshy vagrants and travelling groups 
had been established, people were not only stigmatized as such, 
but those who fitted (or seemed to fit) this image contributed in- 
voluntarily to the hardening of the stigma. Examples of stealing 
and begging vagrants started to serve as fuel for the stigmatization- 
engine. However simple and well known this mechanism may be, 
its influence cannot be underestimated. The final stage in the fixing 
of the stigma is the self-fulfilling prophecy. People who were treated 
as riff-raff in some cases started to behave as such and developed 
their own subculture. Although we do not know a great deal about 
this process and many questions still remain to be answered (the 
selection for one thing), it is clear that this was not a linear pro- 
cess or a necessary result of the preceding steps, and the extent to 
which ‘underworlds’ did develop must not be exaggerated. No doubt 
it served as a justification for the stigmatizing policy. Perhaps the 
best example is the repression of Gypsies and banditry in the eight- 
eenth century. There are hints that a number of these organized 
criminal bands had a vagrant background. More important, how- 
ever, is the fact that the authorities associated these people with 
vagrants and travelling groups and viewed the emergence of these 
bands as a logical and inevitable outcome of a travelling way of 
life. Until late in the nineteenth century, when these bands had 
long become extinct, these associations remained alive. 


5 ‘Harmful Tramps’: Police 
Professionalization and 


Gypsies in Germany, 
1700-1945! 


Leo Lucassen 


INTRODUCTION 


During the last decade the historiography on Gypsies in Germany 
has reached a stage of maturity. Several studies have been published 
which give important insights into the way German authorities have 
dealt with people they categorized as Zigeuner. Despite this coming 
of age, there are three aspects which still demand further elabora- 
tion and deeper consideration. First of all, while some also cover 
the preceding Empire and Weimar era, most studies concentrate 
on the Nazi period (1933-45). For a full understanding of the anti- 
Gypsy policy of German authorities in the twentieth century, a much 
longer timespan should be covered. In particular, the decades pre- 
ceding German unification, about which the information we have 
is only very scarce,* should be analysed much more thoroughly. 

A second shortcoming in the German historiography is its fail- 
ure to problematize the way travelling people have been categor- 
ized and labelled over time by the authorities, especially by the 
police. Instead, almost all authors start from the assumption that 
the people subsumed under this label form a homogeneous ethnic 
group. The labelling is thus supposed to conform to the self-definition 
of the people concerned. This assumption, however, does not hold 
water when put to the test. Not only in Germany, but also in the 
Netherlands, the definition of who was to be considered a Gypsy 
has shifted considerably over time, and at the same time it is not 
at all clear whether the people thus labelled shared a common ethnic 
identity. 

A third and final weak spot is the isolated approach with which 
the Gypsy theme has been explored by German historians. In par- 
ticular, the links with other fields, which are important to achieve 
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a satisfactory explanation for the discrimination against and per- 
secution of Gypsies, are made only sporadically and not very sys- 
tematically. As a result Gypsy studies have only rarely been 
incorporated into the more general German history.’ This lack of 
integration is thrown into especially sharp relief in the recently 
booming field of police history.* The link with this specialization is 
relevant, because it was the police who were primarily responsible 
for labelling travelling people as Gypsies. 

Although police historians have focused on the same periods as 
their colleagues in the Gypsy field,” we will not restrict ourselves 
just to the period from 1870 onwards, the reason being that there 
are many indications that the process of labelling by the police 
had already started in the eighteenth century. In this sense, this 
chapter will also deal with what we could perhaps call the ‘proto- 
history’ of the police in the period preceding the unification of 
Germany. There are some studies about the activities of the politi- 
cal police and the burgeoning labour movement (1848!),° but these 
pay little attention to the more day-to-day police practices involved 
in the surveillance of ‘dangerous’ or ‘suspicious’ persons. 

Among the barely used sources which shed a tremendous amount 
of light on this matter are the numerous police journals (Polizeiblätter) 
which were issued in most German states. These journals, which 
began to be widespread about 1830, were preceded by more or 
less private publications in the form of printed warrants (Steckbriefe) 
compiled by highly placed policemen, who gained themselves a 
reputation as Kriminalisten (criminologists), people specialized in 
the fight with organized crime. Both sources contain numerous 
descriptions of persons who for various reasons were wanted by 
the police. The reasons vary from murder to not having the requi- 
site licences to exercise itinerant professions, insulting civil servants 
or ‘disorderly behaviour’. When these sources are analysed three 
things strike the eye. First of all, most people are harried because 
of their apparently aimless itinerant lifestyle, characterized as 
Umherzieher.’ Secondly, in the course of the nineteenth century and 
especially after 1840, there was a growing tendency to label some 
of them Gypsies (Zigeuner). Finally, the very existence of warrants, 
police journals and criminologists from the eighteenth century draws 
our attention to the fact that even before the specialization of the 
police in Germany in the last decades of the nineteenth century, 
important developments had been taking place. In this respect we 
propose to broaden the concept of professionalization somewhat 
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and not restrict it to the process of academization, which is the 
way it is mostly interpreted in the German literature, but also to 
include those activities which were aimed at improving police 
methods. 

This approach enables us to get a better insight into the proto- 
history of the police and at the same time to trace the tradition of 
Gypsy-labelling. More specifically, in this chapter we will try to 
discover whether there is a connection between the activities of 
the criminologists and the persecution and stigmatization of Gypsies 
and other travellers by the Nazis. This question is especially rel- 
evant, as there is a huge body of literature on this matter" which 
tends to overlook the long-enduring tradition of police behaviour, 
not only towards Gypsies, but also with respect to ‘harmful tramps’ 
in general. Finally, we will go into the question of to what extent 
the Gypsy identity was forged and stimulated by the long tradition 
of stigmatization and labelling in Germany. 


THE ISSUING OF WARRANTS AND THE FIRST 
CRIMINOLOGISTS (1700-1830) 


In the eighteenth century the police in the modern sense of the 
word were virtually non-existent. Only a few people were respon- 
sible for detecting criminals, the power of the state being curtailed 
by intermediary bodies such as the nobility, the church and cities.'° 
This does not imply that criminals and bands of robbers were left 
in peace. Through the interrogation of suspects and the exchange 
of information with other civil servants, the attempts of local of- 
ficials seem to have been more successful than is often assumed. 
An important method of laying a felon by his heels was the com- 
position and distribution of warrants: lists of names, professions 
and descriptions of persons who were suspected of crimes, derived 
mostly from the interrogations of captured thiefs, burglars or vagrants. 

The most remarkable aspect of these Steckbriefe, which differed 
enormously in quality, is the great number of petty thiefs and con- 
men, beggars and vagrants. A mere itinerant lifestyle could be suf- 
ficient to be deemed dangerous and to be considered a potential 
criminal. In Germany this broad category was labelled as Gauner 
(rogues) or Vaganten (vagrants) and in some cases as Zigeuner. 
Although there are several examples of high-quality lists contain- 
ing warrants from the first half of the eighteenth century, after 


‘Harmful Tramps’ 77 


roughly 1750 the Steckbriefe became more elaborate, systematic and 
bulky. This is also the period in which a number of civil servants 
charged with police work tried to improve the tracing of criminals 
and pointedly stressed their identity as criminologists. The initiator 
was the Württembergian Oberamtmann Georg Jakob Schäffer, 
characterized by Bader as Monomanen der Jaunerbekämpfung,'' who 
can be considered as the first criminologist. In the service of the 
Duke of Wirttemberg he was an outstanding example of the eight- 
eenth century enlightened civil servant, who wanted to escape the 
geographical and social boundaries of the society of estates. Al- 
though in practice indirect rule still dominated the administration 
of European states, his aims were to create a unitary police system 
that would cross the borders of his own principality, and unite the 
efforts of judicial authorities in other South German and Swiss states 
as well. 

Encouraged by his activities, the tracing of criminals by way of 
Steckbriefe and cooperation with colleagues in other states was greatly 
stimulated. Schaffer’s meticulous descriptions and the wide distri- 
bution of his lists were examples followed by others. One of them 
was Franz Ludwig Schenk von Kastell, nicknamed ‘Malefizschenk’, 
who published the extensive Oberdischinger Liste in 1799. He made 
use of Schäffer’s lists and produced some 1,487 descriptions of 
vagrants and beggars. Among other names which spring to mind is 
that of Friedrich August Roth from Baden who published an even 
longer list of 3,147 names a year later. The fourth dedicated crimi- 
nologist was Friedrich Freiherr von Hundbiss-Waltrams, also from 
Baden. He maintained close contact with the other criminologists 
and in 1804 gave an account of his detective work in a modest but 
qualitatively good Jauner list. 

The most important aspect of these lists was the professional 
cooperation between the compilers, which transcended the local or 
regional significance of previous Steckbriefe. All were influenced 
by the Enlightenment and the ideology of the central state, which 
was stimulated by the Reichsdeputationshauptschluß of 1803, when 
dozens of small states, especially in the southern part of Germany, 
disappeared. They tried to achieve a good insight into what they 
saw as the criminal underworld, with the ultimate aim of making 
its denizens useful citizens. 

During the first decades of the nineteenth century the initiative 
started by the first criminologists was taken over by others who 
published their results in so-called Actenmäßige Nachrichten, written 
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predominantly for (judicial) colleagues. As we mentioned earlier, 
the activities of the criminologists have to be seen in the light of 
the process of state formation which gained momentum during the 
Napoleonic period and which was superseded by a direct form of 
government.!” A more rational and effective ‘war on crime’ fitted 
in nicely with this general development. Many criminologists also 
saw a direct relationship between the fight against criminality and 
a thorough reform of the system of government.'? 

It has to be said that the criminologists were ahead of their con- 
temporaries. It would take quite some time before the German 
states realized the consequences of the new approach. Schäffer, 
for example, had great trouble financing the publication of his lists 
and others had to sell their Actenmäßige Nachrichten in order to 
pay the printing costs. Another hindrance was that, until the sec- 
ond half of the nineteenth century, there were virtually no police 
personnel to put the recommendations of the criminologists into 
practice. 


THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE ‘GYPSY LABELLING’ 


In what respect did this general development within the police force 
stimulate the labelling of travelling people such as Gypsies? The 
answer in a nutshell is — not very much. In most Steckbriefe or 
Actenmäßige Nachrichten Gypsies did not play an important, let 
alone dominant, role. Far more widely used were labels as Gauner, 
Jauner and Umherzieher, and in some cases ‘Jewish bandits’. The 
only exception to this rule was Schaffer, whose reputation was to a 
certain extent established by his Zigeunerliste of 1787/8. The main 
motive was the trial against a Gypsy bandit, named Jakob Reinhardt, 
better known as Hannickel. This, however, stimulated the sensi- 
tivity towards Gypsies only temporarily, so that after 1800 the interest 
in this group quickly waned. The decline in the stigmatization of 
Gypsies was probably closely linked to the ideology of the Enlight- 
enment and the efforts made in various German states to integrate 
them. An initial impulse can be found in Schäffer’s 1788 list. He 
repeated this call in his last Jaunerbeschreibung published in 1813, 
one year before his death, in which he referred to the popular and 
widely read book on Gypsies by Grellmann.'* 

Between 1820 and 1840 in Württemberg and Prussia (Fried- 
richslohra) authorities did indeed establish ‘colonies’ for Gypsies 
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and tried to allow them the opportunity to give up their itinerant 
way of life and settle down. Although for several reasons these 
efforts did not bear fruit, for the moment it seemed that the civili- 
zation offensive launched by enlightened authorities subdued some- 
what the tendency to equate criminals or wandering people with 
Gypsies and therefore the category was not used as a generic term 
for all sorts of unwanted wandering people. 


POLICE JOURNALS AND THE GROWING OBSESSION 
WITH ‘GYPSIES’ (1830-70) 


The activities of the criminologists resulted in a more systematic 
description of wanted or ‘dangerous’ people. More cogently for our 
topic, attention shifted from bandits to a much broader category 
of people without a fixed abode, the so-called gemeinschädliche 
Umhertreiber (harmful tramps). The police journals, which appeared 
on a regular basis after 1820 and took over the function of the 
Actenmäßige Nachrichten, continued this trend. 

The publication of the police journals in various German states 
was an important step in the professionalization of the police. 
Although initially it was a private initiative taken by police officers, 
the state took control after 1840 and turned these journals into 
official organs. The analysis of these journals shows that the police 
were in the first place interested in what they called ‘harmful tramps’. 
Contrary to what might perhaps be assumed, this referred not so 
much to itinerant groups such as wandering beggars, musicians, 
conjurors, acrobats, tinkers, scissors-grinders and pedlars, but first 
and foremost to labourers, especially travelling journeymen. With 
other workers, servants and professions in what we nowadays call 
the service sector (waiters and hairdressers, for instance) they made 
up three-quarters of all descriptions.!> This picture contradicts the 
widely held image (among both contemporaries and present-day 
historians) that people with itinerant professions formed the pro- 
totype of the Gauner. 

Maybe even more important than the distribution of occupations 
are the reasons why these people were wanted by the police. First 
of all only 18 per cent was suspected of more or less serious offences 
(several thefts and serious fraud). Apart from these professionals 
many people were wanted for petty theft and the like. More than 
50 per cent, however, were simply listed because of minor offences 
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such as begging, vagrancy and having no clear identity. In them- 
selves these conclusions are not sensational. Other scholars have 
noticed that in the nineteenth century the police were primarily 
concerned with the classes dangereuses and with what they called 
vagrants. Likewise, the fact that thefts were common at this time 
of widespread poverty is not new either.!® Nevertheless, it is use- 
ful, indeed necessary, to stress these insights again, because many 
researchers allow themselves to be carried away by the contem- 
porary one-sided stereotyping of the ‘criminal vagrant class’. Another 
important point is that it is seldomly recognized that the police 
were very much preoccupied with checking identity and (closely 
connected) with the increasing control of migration. Both phenomena 
gained importance in the course of the nineteenth century in the 
wake of state formation which required increased monitoring of 
citizens. People without a clearly fixed abode and without - in the 
eyes of the police — sufficient means of support were easily criminal- 
ized as Gauner (villains). 

In particular people without or in the possession of dubious pass- 
ports or identity papers were thought highly suspect. From a crimi- 
nologist point of view this is partly understandable, as many criminals 
of course wanted to conceal their real identity. But, pertinent though 
this is, it is not the only reason. One of the other reasons is linked 
with the legislation concerning the poor relief system. Most Ger- 
man states adhered to the principle that each citizen had the right 
to settle in a municipality or to return to it after a period of ab- 
sence. This so-called Heimatrecht also accorded the right to some 
form of poor relief.” The municipal police therefore tried to run 
away strangers without a claim to their Heimat, which was only 
possible to establish when they could show where they belonged. 
As many itinerants were dependent on ambulant professions, and 
as these kinds of professions were (partly unjustly) held in low esteem 
and considered to be a cloak for begging, many of these itinerants 
often concealed their identity. In such cases the police restricted 
themselves to taking them to the neighbouring municipality instead 
of sending them ‘home’. Even when the police knew where their 
Heimat was, they often did not have the power to force them to 
return there. 
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In contrast to the rise of the criminologists some forty years earlier, 
the police journals did significantly affect the labelling of people as 
‘Gypsies’. This is immediately apparent if we take a look at one of 
the first official journals, the Hannoversches Polizeiblatt, issued by 
the royal government, which is representative of other journals. 

Notwithstanding the often heard opinion that before the unifica- 
tion of Germany there were virtually no Gypsies in the region and 
that the policy towards this category only became relevant after 
1870, a careful analysis of the hundreds of thousands of descrip- 
tions between 1846 and 1870 offers quite a different picture. Long 
before 1870 the term Zigeuner had become dominant and the police 
started to use it to label all sorts of itinerant families who at an 
earlier stage had been invisible as such. From the start, Zigeuner 
was used as an important category to classify wandering people. 
The second issue offered an extensive survey of the families Trollmann 
and Schwarz, who attracted attention because they were not Hanover- 
ian citizens and were not equipped with the requisite permits to 
perform their itinerant professions. This description formed the 
prelude to a much longer article on Gypsies a year later.'? The 
anonymous author claims that it was wrong to think that Gypsies 
had disappeared from Germany. They had only split up their large 
companies and tried to conceal their true nature and identity. There- 
fore, so he goes on, it was of the utmost importance that the police 
drew up genealogical trees in order to discover their real Heimat 
and thus force them to adopt a sedentary lifestyle. This advice was 
taken to heart, because in 1847 such pedigrees were published for 
the ‘Gypsy’ families Brase, Weiss, Trollmann and Tewitz, completed 
in the years 1851-3 by the families Hanstein, Steinbach, Bamberger, 
Wappler and Mettbach 17 

The year 1857 marked an important step forward in the label- 
ling process. Until then the Trollmanns, Steinbachs and others were 
scattered among other wanted people in the container category 
‘harmful tramps’. In that year the editors decided to create a sepa- 
rate ‘Gypsy’ heading. At a glance the reader of the journal could 
now see who the Gypsies were. The upshot was that the labelling 
was given greater priority and it became obvious to the readers 
(mainly lower-ranking policemen) that Gypsies were an important 
category that had to be closely watched. 
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Why were some people labelled and others not? Travelling with 
one’s family and carrying out an itinerant trade was not enough to 
ensure that one was designated and treated as a Gypsy. The re- 
marks in the Hannoversches Polizeiblatt, also by no means absent 
in other police journals, made it perfectly clear that policemen also 
had an, albeit vague, ethnic image of Gypsies. A dark skin colour 
(‘a Gypsy colour’), for example, is regularly mentioned. When we 
take a look at all the people who were labelled Gypsies this feature 
is less obvious. There were also Gypsies with fair skins and, con- 
versely, dark itinerants who were not labelled. Criminal behaviour 
associated with Gypsies, such as fraud and thefts, was not decisive 
either. Most Gypsies found their way onto the lists because their 
identity was vague or just because they followed a travelling way 
of life. So, although a particular ethnic Gypsy image certainly existed, 
in practice the application of it proved to be complicated. What is 
important is that a number of families was traced and their pedi- 
grees researched, thus marking them as Gypsies, and that this in- 
formation. was widely disseminated among German police circles. 
As we shall see in the last section of this chapter, this growing 
genealogical database formed the basis for the persecution of Gypsies 
in the twentieth century. 


Another reason to be sceptical of a purely ethnological explana- 
tion for the labelling of certain families as Gypsies can be linked 
to the causes for the sudden upsurge in the labelling process. 
Although at first glance this seems to be connected with the immi- 
gration of strange-looking families from both the Alsace and East- 
ern Europe, in most descriptions this in fact played no role. Far 
more important to the categorization was the wandering way of 
life, the lack of clarity about their Heimat, and last but not least 
the besetting fear gripping the local authorities that these people 
would lay claim to their poor relief. This, in itself, is not enough 
to explain why the police were ever more willing to apply the Gypsy 
label to mark such people. In order to understand the modifica- 
tion of the labelling around 1840, the factors mentioned should be 
supplemented by two other developments, as follows. 

First of all, the work of Willems has unequivocally shown that it 
is important to realize that the very influential book of Grellmann 
on the Gypsies, which offered the first detailed ethnographic blue- 
print, laid the conceptual foundation for both the categorization 
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and the idea that there was such a thing as a Gypsy race or people. 
The conceptual change can be considered to be a necessary, but 
by no means sufficient, condition for the stepping up of the label- 
ling. Moreover, it was temporarily moderated by the ideology of 
the Enlightenment by which Grellmann was strongly influenced.*° 

After the failure of various Gypsy colonies in Germany, the (en- 
lightened) optimism about the possibility of turning Gypsies into 
decent citizens was replaced by the conviction that the ‘Gypsy race’ 
was incorrigible and was afflicted by a hereditary inclination to 
wander, an idea that we also find in the various articles on Gypsies 
in the German police journals. 

Equally important in the pursuit of categorization seems to have 
been the general institutional changes within the police force itself 
and in its organization. In particular, the growing preoccupation of 
the police with wandering people and the proactive policy of dis- 
tributing descriptions through police journals triggered off the ‘take- 
off? of the labelling from approximately 1840. Within the broad 
category of ‘harmful tramps’, these people with unclear family re- 
lations created a need for a separate label. Many descriptions re- 
fer to the inextricable relationships between Gypsies, deploring the 
many aliases and false identity papers they produced. Although it 
is not a simple matter to ascertain whether this phenomenon reared 
its head more frequently among ‘Gypsies’ than among others, a 
connection with an itinerant way of life is conceivable. As we men- 
tioned earlier, many travellers had to use false papers to prevent 
being sent back to their Heimat. Were the authorities to notice 
this, they were arrested, but the unravelling of the family relation- 
ships took so much time that they were left alone, simply being 
expelled from the municipality. Our strong impression is that it 
was those people in particular who travelled with their families 
and who posed grave identification problems to the police who ran 
a fairly high risk of being labelled Gypsies. 


A STRANGE INTERMEZZO (1870-90) 


The administrative hunt for Gypsies in which the police journals 
took the lead was not unilinear in the sense that as time went by 
progressively more and more people were thus labelled. In the 1860s 
especially the interest in Gypsies waned somewhat. This can be 
linked with the developments within the German police. Here we 


84 Gypsies and Other Itinerant Groups 


see a whimsical growth of personnel and means. The work of Spencer 
and Jessen, for example, shows that the growth of the police force 
in the Prussian Ruhr area stagnated in the 1860s and, measured 
against the number of policemen per 1000 inhabitants, demonstrates 
several ups and downs. Only in the 1870s can a considerable and 
final increase be noticed.” At the same time, after the unification 
we see a paradoxical development. On the one hand the stigmatiz- 
ation by state authorities (through discriminating circulars) increased 
in most states,” while their definition was temporarily restricted to 
foreigners, a category which from then on meant people coming 
from outside the German empire. The growing interest in the “Gypsy 
problem’ by authorities other than the police and the equating of 
Gypsies with foreigners probably had its roots in the intense con- 
temporary nationalistic fever and the strong feelings thus engen- 
dered about the rights attached to citizenship. The importance of 
the distinction between citizens and aliens, at the foundation of 
which lay the legislation on citizenship and the right to settle and 
receive poor relief in the 1860s, became more salient. 

Above all, people who came from abroad who might conceivably 
be expected to become a burden were considered undesirable. From 
1865 when small family groups of itinerant coppersmiths and bear 
leaders from Hungary and Bosnia appeared,” in next to no time 
the central authorities in various states had issued circulars to keep 
these ‘Gypsies’ out.” As these higher-ranking officials assumed that 
Gypsies were by definition foreigners, they thought these measures 
were sufficient to meet their purpose. This focus on foreigners 
adopted by the central authorities was not to last long, and by the 
early 1880s the indigenous definition which had been used in the 
police journals since 1840 was already proving too strong an under- 
current. We are especially well-informed about the southern states, 
where the rank-and-file police had great difficulties with the re- 
striction of the Gypsy label to aliens. 

Finally, the continuity in the labelling of indigenous travellers 
can be seen in the Bayerisches Central-Polizei-Blatt, which first ap- 
peared in Bavaria in 1866. Only a small proportion of the people 
labelled as Gypsies came from non-German states.” The others 
had German names and had been born in Germany or adjoining 
French regions. In contrast to the Netherlands, the term ‘Gypsy’ 
was not reserved for the new immigrant groups from Eastern 
Europe. It was predominantly the group of indigenous travellers 
who were increasingly confronted with this label. This development 
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can be traced to the labelling practice pursued in the police jour- 
nals and, after 1885, it would lead to a strong focus on Gypsies as 
an internal problem. Before we go deeper into that matter, let us 
first once more return to the more general developments in the 
police force. 


SPECIALIZATION OF THE POLICE FORCE AND THE 
SETTING UP OF GYPSY REGISTRATION (1890-1918) 


The last decade of the nineteenth century marked an important 
phase in the development of the German police. More policemen 
were recruited, but what is even more relevant is that they were 
better trained and the police forces became more specialized.” At 
the same time, as the German historian Ralph Jessen has shown in 
a recent article, especially between 1870 and the end of the nine- 
teenth century, the Prussian police attracted more and more wel- 
fare tasks. As a result the power of the police to label all kinds of 
behaviour as deviant and undesirable increased. This full authority 
to act demonstrated itself, among other manifestations, in the social 
domain.” Alcohol consumption, unhygienic housing, suspect mo- 
bility and other ‘social ills’ were considered to be problems per- 
taining to the sphere of Ordnung und Sittlichkeit. The administrative 
definitional powers of the police were the result of the mounting 
intervention of the state which had been growing since the 1870s. 
Although the police definition also had all kinds of positive effects, 
this certainly was not always so. Especially when the behaviour of 
the lower classes was deemed dangerous or at least undesirable, 
the police were led by class prejudice and often resorted to repressive 
policies.” 

This helps us to put the Gypsy policy that emerged at the end of 
the nineteenth century into context, for it remained entirely within 
the Sicherheitspolizeiliche domain, with the result that the definitional 
as well as the discretionary power of the police was scarcely sub- 
jected to any checks at all. Whereas after c. 1890 in many welfare 
areas the police grew more careful about offending citizens too 
much and therefore did not penalize every offence, the Gypsy policy 
went in the opposite direction. The police used every rule and regu- 
lation to make matters as difficult as possible for travelling groups, 
with all the criminalizing effects that were part and parcel of such 
a move. 
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The consequences of these general changes in the organization 
of the Gypsy policy can be best illustrated by the activities of the 
Munich police. In 1899 this force decided to create a Zigeunerzentrale 
(Gypsy information centre) with the aim of gathering as much data 
as possible on Gypsies (place and date of birth, professions, where- 
abouts, offences and so forth), so that the acts and regulations di- 
rected against them could be carried out more efficiently. The local 
authorities, including the gendarmerie, were ordered to forward 
all relevant data, preferably by telephone or telegraph. 

Alfred Dillmann was appointed head of the Gypsy station, as it 
was soon to be called. For some time he had already been en- 
gaged in collecting data from Gypsy families in Bavaria.” In doing 
so, he made extensive use of the Bavarian police journal mentioned 
earlier. In 1905 he collected his data together in the Zigeunerbuch 
(Gypsy booklet), which contained some 3,350 names and 613 ex- 
tensive descriptions of people whom he labelled Gypsies. This book 
(7,000 copies), which was meant for official use only, is especially 
interesting because the author explicitly addresses the question of 
definition. In the introduction he clearly states that he uses ‘Gypsies’ 
as a sociological category: everyone who travels around with his or 
her family, irrespective of ethnicity or nationality. Within this broad 
category he makes a distinction between ‘Gypsies’ (440 persons) 
and ‘people who live like Gypsies’ (173 persons). When we analyse 
the 613 descriptions,” we find that people whose personal details 
gave rise to some doubt had a bigger chance of being labelled as 
real Gypsies than others. In the tradition of the nineteenth-century 
police journals they were primarily associated with people who tried 
to hide their real identity by giving false information about their 
names, and place and time of birth. It is also striking that only a 
few foreign Gypsies are listed and that ethnographic features, such 
as skin colour or language, played a subordinate role. 

These people drew the attention of the police predominantly 
because of minor offences which were closely linked to their travel- 
ling way of life, such as the very broadly defined concept of vagrancy, 
or offences which were the direct result of the policy of criminalizing 
Gypsies.*! It was not so much criminality which caused concern, 
but the ‘disorderly’ way of life. The police viewed Gypsies as an 
annoying travesty of the legal system. This might explain the 
sometimes utterly unrealistic proposals for putting an end to the 
supposed danger that they would pose to public safety and order. 
In this respect, the plan of the policeman Franz Laufer in the 
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Polizeibeamtenblatt of 1912, for the creation of a special Gypsy police 
force in order to enable a constant surveillance system to be intro- 
duced, is noteworthy. 

It was around the same time that the Munich Gypsy station tried 
to expand its activities over the rest of Germany. Other states re- 
acted reluctantly, especially Prussia, because of the costs it would 
involve. Further, there were disagreements about the definition of 
Gypsies. Many states opposed Dillmann’s broad sociological defi- 
nition, because they feared that all kinds of ‘decent’ itinerant trad- 
ers and artisans would also be hurt. In the end, agreement was 
reached on the basis of Dillmann’s ideas.”* 

An efficient mutual arrangement, however, still had a long way 
to go. After the First World War the Bavarian Gypsy station tried 
with renewed vigour to achieve its purpose and monopolize the 
gathering of data on Gypsies for the whole of Germany. 


THE WEIMAR PERIOD (1918-33) 


The Weimar period is of interest because it was at this time that 
the police tried to put into practice the distinction between ‘Gypsies’ 
and ‘people living like Gypsies’, the latter labelled as Landfahrer 
(travellers), and on the other hand honest itinerants. The former 
had to be treated with the utmost severity, using such tactics as 
refusing them permits to travel and perform itinerant trades, whereas 
the latter would be protected. This proved to be far from easy. 
The problem — and here we touch the very heart of the matter 
addressed in this chapter — was the result of the following 
assumptions: 


(a) It is possible to distinguish ‘real Gypsies’ from others on the 
basis of racist and ethnological criteria. 

(b) Gypsies are by definition parasites and their occupations serve 
as a cloak for begging, vagrancy and crime. 


Not only were local authorities unable to see the difference be- 
tween ‘real’ Gypsies and other caravan dwellers, but the art of being 
able to distinguish honest from dishonest itinerants was far from 
clear cut. Therefore most acts and regulations geared towards a 
differentiated policy for all itinerant groups failed. 

The insuperable contradictions that characterized the Bekämpfung 
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des Zigeunerunwesens (the fight against the gypsy evil) can be best 
illustrated by the preparation of the Bavarian act of 1926 against 
Gypsies and the workshy. First of all, organizations of itinerant 
pedlars and showmen,” who supported the act in itself and thereby 
strengthened the assumptions mentioned above, complained about 
its deleterious effects, for it appeared that notwithstanding the pro- 
tection that the act offered to ‘honest itinerants’ by means of a 
Schutzvermerk,** many of their members were lumped together with 
other itinerants and subjected to the same severe surveillance and 
controls. The problem was exacerbated as there were quite a few 
such members who did not have a fixed abode and therefore were 
unable to obtain a Schutzvermerk. The boundary between Landfahrer 
and Zigeuner on the one hand and ‘decent itinerants’ on the other 
was not an ethnic one. The decisive factor was the way of life. 
Everyone with a fixed abode was excepted from the stipulations of 
the 1926 act. Apparently it was assumed that Gypsies could never 
meet these criteria. 

In view of the foregoing, it is not surprising to discover that the 
central police station in Munich was dissatisfied with the 
Schutzvermerk policy. They thought that the authorities, both local 
and regional, were far too tolerant and flippant, because they forgot 
to contact the police first in order to verify if an itinerant appli- 
cant was to be classified as a Zigeuner or Landfahrer. The 1926 Act 
was meant to put an end to these abuses, as the Munich police 
interpreted it. A distinction between Gypsies and other tramps and 
honest itinerants was made, and what is more for the first time 
Gypsies were defined in racial terms. 

Apart from the ‘racial Gypsies’ the act referred to people who 
lived like Gypsies, and who were by definition even more detest- 
able. The provisions of the act made it possible to lock up in work- 
houses these categories on the basis of vague and subjective 
judgements. Thus, the Bavarian act against ‘Gypsies and the work- 
shy’ preceded the Nazi regulations a decade later. It is perhaps 
superfluous to say that this act resolved neither the definitional 
nor the policy problems mentioned above. Again it was left to the 
discretion of the local authorities to make a distinction between 
the various categories. Moreover, the act — characterized by con- 
temporaries as reactionary and reeking of a police state” — chopped 
off its nose to spite its face, because it failed to forbid the issuing 
of permits to Zigeuner and Landfahrer. Until well into the 1930s 
complaints could be heard about Gypsies with licences and a 
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Schutzvermerk. Effective policing as envisaged by the police was 
thus frustrated. 


WHAT WAS NEW ABOUT THE NAZIS?°° 


In the years following the 1926 act other German states followed 
the example of Bavaria, thereby the foundation of the Nazi policy 
was firmly laid. We might therefore ask ourselves to what extent 
the Nazis added a new dimension to the policy towards Gypsies 
after 1933 and how important was the weight of police tradition. 

As we have seen the activities of the police journals in the mid- 
nineteenth century for the first time transformed the category 
Zigeuner into a master status, a (negative) category so dominant 
that it eclipsed all other features of a person who was thus la- 
belled. This practice was intensified by the specialization of the 
Munich police, which continued the practice developed by the police 
journals half a century earlier. By this time sensitivity about the 
term had increased greatly and a growing number of people had 
been labelled as such. The 3,350 personal files compiled by Dillmann 
in 1905, among which were those of many Zigeuner from other 
states, increased to 33,524 in 1938, the point at which Munich was 
recognized as the national centre of intelligence.” This increase 
can be explained only partly by normal demographic causes or by 
the extension of the Bavarian registration practice over the rest of 
Germany. Another important cause in the rise of numbers is the 
application of the Gypsy label to the Nach Zigeunerart umherziehende 
Personen (people wandering like Gypsies).” 

Only after 1933, when the Nazis engulfed the constitutional state, 
were the police really given the chance to control the mobility of 
itinerant groups. Unhindered by democratic checks or constitutional 
objections, the Munich centre took the lead in solving the ‘Gypsy 
problem’, as it was called. The increased power of the police, who 
worked hand in glove with other authorities, became apparent in 
the construction of guarded camps in a number of big cities.” At 
the same time, from 1933, the police locked up small numbers of 
Gypsies, together with other so-called antisocials, in work camps. 
From 1936 the concentration camps Dachau and Buchenwald were 
used for this same purpose. 
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THE INFLUENCE OF THE RACIAL HYGIENIC 
APPROACH 


As Zimmermann and others have shown, during the Nazi era the 
Gypsies found themselves at the crossroads of deterministic ideas 
on antisocial behaviour and racist doctrine. The police therefore 
were confronted with scholars and policy-makers who began to take 
an interest in Gypsies from these points of view. This led to the 
question of whether Gypsies were predominantly antisocials who 
had to be sterilized, or members of a separate race who ultimately 
had to be exterminated. The answer, so it was thought, should not 
in the first place come from the police, but from scholars specialized 
in hereditary problems. It is not surprising that a number of these 
academics seized their chance to dominate this new definitional 
terrain. In the case of Gypsies the leading role, as shown in Chapter 
2 of this volume, was taken by the psychiatrist Robert Ritter, who 
was appointed as head of the Rassenhygienische Forschungsstelle” 
of the Reichsgesundheitsamt in 1936. It was up to him to decide on 
a scientific basis who was a Gypsy and who was not. Soon Ritter 
was appointed advisor to the Reichskriminalpolizeiamt (RKPA), where 
the files of the Munich Gypsy station were concentrated, because 
the head of the RKPA, Arthur Nebe, realized that although he 
had a highly detailed Gypsy registration at his disposal, it had not 
been compiled primarily on racial grounds.* 

Ritter’s approach was not, as is often assumed, based on ethno- 
logical or anthropological methods. No more than could Jews be 
distinguished from ‘Aryans’ on the basis of their hair, the colour 
of their eyes or the shape of their noses was there any clear 
phenotypical distinction between Gypsies and other Germans. This 
did not cause Ritter to reflect that perhaps his racial assumptions 
were flawed; on the contrary, he saw it as proof of the far-reaching 
extent of mixing that had taken place in the previous centuries. He 
tried to corroborate this idea by gathering as much genealogical 
data as possible, which formed the basis for the decision of who 
was Classified as full-blood, mixed or non-Gypsy. 

How Ritter and his team operated is not entirely clear. The most 
probable scenario is that he based his work on the registration of 
Gypsies by the police} and then tried to trace these people back 
in time. Judging from the smallness of Ritter’s staff and the number 
of Gypsies (c. 25,000) that had to be ‘weighed’, prudence cannot 
have been their watchword. Pausing to consider how time-consuming 
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thorough genealogical research is, especially with travelling people, 
our conclusions must be that most Gutachten (racial diagnoses) were 
made on very dubious grounds. Scepticism about the reliability of 
Ritter’s work mounts when we remember that his institute ben- 
efited financially from making these racial diagnoses. 


CONCLUSION 


Gypsy persecution under the Third Reich provides an answer to 
the main question posed by this chapter: whether there is a con- 
nection between the activities of the eighteenth-century criminologists 
and the persecution and stigmatization of Gypsies and other travel- 
lers by the Nazis. 

It is widely assumed that Ritter and his team were to blame for 
the mass murder of some 10,000 German Gypsies in the concen- 
tration camps. He offered them as it were on a salver and, more- 
over, defined who was to be regarded as such. The ‘innovative’ 
aspect of his racial-genealogical method would have included a new 
group of Gypsies: those who had settled in houses and who were 
not Gypsies in the traditional Dillmannian definition.” This view, 
ascribing a huge responsibility to Ritter and his team, is in itself 
not unjustified, but it is unlikely that they played such an initial 
and innovative role as some authors seem to think.“ 

If we take the activities of the Munich Gypsy station into account, 
which in practice functioned as a national centre from 1931, we 
see that in 1938, when Ritter started his research, some 18,000 
files had already been assembled, dealing with a total of 33,524 
persons. Of them the Reichszentrale zur Bekämpfung des Zigeu- 
nerunwesens labelled 18,138 as Zigeuner und Zigeunermischlinge, 10,788 
as nach Zigeunerart umherziehend and 4,598 as sonstige umherziehende 
oder auch seBhafte Wandergewerbetreibende. Ritter’s stocktaking two 
years later barely deviates from this categorization. Although we 
are not sure if Ritter had the same persons in mind, it is highly 
probable that he just took over the definitions offered by the police 
registration and provided them with a ‘scientific’ stamp. Even the 
genealogical method was already widely used by the police after 
1913.* Finally, it would seem that the police had also started gather- 
ing data on sedentary Gypsies before Ritter began his research. 

This reconstruction shows that in many aspects the Nazi period 
just continued the traditional labelling of Gypsies by the German 
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police. The significant change was the means it was offered by the 
dictatorial and terrorist regime and the extermination policy. The 
Munich Gypsy station especially seemed to be much more import- 
ant in deciding who was a Gypsy than was Ritter’s racial institute. 
As a matter of fact the distinction made by Dillmann between 
Zigeuner and nach Zigeunerart umherziehende Personen was what 
laid the foundation for the racial classification used later. But not 
even Dillmann worked in a void. As we have seen, his approach 
and methods lean heavily on the police practices which were de- 
veloped at the end of the eighteenth century and which gained 
impetus from the police journals in the nineteenth century. 

This brings us to the specific contributions of this chapter to the 
history of the police in Germany. Most important of these is the 
light which is shed on the early beginnings of the professionalization 
of the police. In 1984 Siemann had already pointed to the import- 
ance of police journals,* stressing their preventive and proactive 
functions and their stimulating influence on a more structural co- 
operation by means of data exchange. This chapter adds support 
to his provisional suggestions and, moreover, shows that a system- 
atic and proactive approach to the tracing of criminal or unwanted 
persons had already started in the eighteenth century with the is- 
suing of Steckbriefe. The authors, the criminologists, can be con- 
sidered as the hinge between indirect and direct rule, or — from a 
different angle — between reactive and proactive policing.” 

The most striking aspect of the tracing is the continuity in the 
target groups and the methods used. In the eighteenth as well as 
in the twentieth centuries policemen were primarily interested in 
obtaining a better insight into the real and the potential criminals 
(broadly defined), and thus curbing the danger these persons posed 
to the public. One of the consequences was the formation of cer- 
tain categories, such as vagrants, Gypsies, Jews, journeymen, pros- 
titutes and, during the Nazi period, ‘anti-social enemies’, who were 
thus problematized and stigmatized. 

Finally, this chapter has dealt with the labelling of Gypsies. 
Notwithstanding the multitude of studies on the persecution of 
Gypsies in Germany that have been undertaken in the last fifteen 
years, the problem of labelling has barely been touched. This over- 
sight can be explained by the implicit assumption that historical 
sources pose no problem about the question of who is a Gypsy, an 
assumption that is reinforced by the use of the ethnic term Sinti 
und Roma instead of Gypsies. This habit springs not so much from 
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historical considerations, but is the fruit of the actual political (and 
politically correct) struggle of interest groups from among and for 
Gypsies. 

From a scholarly point of view, the disadvantage of the Sinti und 
Roma approach is that all kinds of contemporary racist as well as 
present-day ethnic categories are thus used, which easily leads to 
anachronistic and unjustified interpretations. Assuming that there 
ever was a Clearly ethnically defined Sinti und Roma group in the 
past means that we in fact accept the point of departure (not the 
enforcement and consequences of Ritter and his team) that it was 
possible to define who was a ‘real’ Gypsy. 

In this respect it would be interesting to research the question 
to what extent the atrocities against Gypsies during the Nazi regime 
— and also in the period before — did stimulate the group forma- 
tion and ethnicity. What was the relationship between labelling and 
ethnicity? Did Gypsies always regard themselves as Sinti or Rom 
or was this feeling reinforced or even initiated by a long period of 
intensive stigmatization and labelling? 


6 A Silent War: Foreign 
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FOREIGN GYPSIES IN THE NETHERLANDS 


In the preceding pages the emphasis has been on historical pro- 
cesses in regard to the representation of Gypsies and other itiner- 
ant groups, and government policies towards them. In this and the 
following chapter we will also focus on more present-day situa- 
tions. Has anything changed in the attitudes and the behaviour of 
Western societies towards itinerant groups in the twentieth cen- 
tury and especially since the Second World War? To find out 
we have enquired into the adventures of so-called foreign Gypsy 
groups who came to the Netherlands since the 1960s, by using 
the tools of the stigmatization theory we have expounded in our 
introduction. 

We have concluded that Gypsies and caravan-dwellers in the 
Netherlands, often seen by the Dutch population as members of 
one and the same group, have found themselves in an isolated 
position from the nineteenth century onward. They distinguish them- 
selves by their way of life and housing (a caravan). The most im- 
portant difference in origin is that most caravan-dwellers are 
indigenous Dutch, whereas Gypsies have come from abroad. For 
diverse reasons both groups chose a mobile life in the course of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The present-day Dutch 
Gypsies can be divided into Sinti (82 per cent) and Roma (18 per 
cent). The Sinti, coming from Germany, France and Belgium, entered 
the Netherlands in the first half of the nineteenth century. The 
Roma (mostly Lowara) arrived around 1900 and originated in 
Romania and Hungary. Like many other people migrating to ‘the 
new world’, they left their country about 1860.” They travelled through 
Germany, France and Scandinavia and also passed the Netherlands 
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on their way to the West. Some of them settled themselves in due 
course and obtained Dutch nationality. 

Apart from these Dutch Gypsies we can distinguish the so-called 
foreign Gypsies, who left Eastern Europe in the 1960s and stayed 
some time in Italy and France. From there small groups annually 
roamed throughout Western Europe, also visiting the Netherlands. 
Because they were considered undesirable aliens everywhere, the 
Dutch government decided in 1978 to legalize a limited number. 
At the moment there are about 800 foreign Gypsies living in the 
Netherlands. The number of Dutch Gypsies is estimated at 2,700, 
90 per cent of whom live on caravan sites. The total number of 
caravan-dwellers is about 20,000. 

In this chapter we concentrate on the Dutch government policy 
towards the so-called foreign Gypsies, who were legalized in 1978 
mainly because they were difficult to expel but also for humani- 
tarian reasons.” The government’s aim from the beginning was to 
integrate them into Dutch society by offering them proper houses, 
having them attend schools and letting them take part in the reg- 
ular labour market. It was expected that with proper guidance and 
an extra financial boost, the project would be successful within five 
years. Thirteen years later, however, we can conclude that the original 
objectives of the project have not been achieved. What are the 
reasons for this failure of policy? To find out we looked at the 
government’s position and its ideas regarding these so-called foreign 
Gypsies.* We delved into the emergence of their policy towards 
this group (or groups), the motives which lay behind it and the 
reaction of Dutch society. 

The structure of this chapter, in which only a few of our findings 
can be presented, is built along the following lines. We will first 
outline the positions adopted by the most important implementers 
of the policy during the last twenty years, their assumptions and 
the arguments used to justify their position. These are respectively 
the Ministries of Justice, Welfare etc. (WVC) and Home Affairs 
and the municipalities which sheltered the Gypsies. Next we treat 
the reactions and initiatives of the States General, the interest- 
promoting groups and agents, lawyers and judges. In particular we 
will show the influence they were able to exercise on the policy. 
After having considered these actors, we will discuss the image of 
Gypsies which they took as their point of departure and the diverse 
functions this image fulfilled. Finally, we will examine the conse- 
quences resulting from the policy pursued. Within the spirit of the 
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stigmatization perspective, we will pay particular attention to the 
extent to which the policy led to the special treatment of Gypsies. 
In addition, we will spend some time on the ‘differentiation’ process. 


THE ACTORS 
The Ministry of Justice 


The position on foreign Gypsies adopted by the Department of 
Aliens’ Affairs of the Ministry of Justice shows a large degree of 
continuity in the period studied (1969-89). Moreover, it agrees with 
the policy towards all sorts of groups travelling en famille which 
had been pursued since the nineteenth century. These people were 
always seen as belonging to one ethnic group, that of Gypsies. The 
image which they bore in the 1970s shows many parallels with that 
of the preceding century. Gypsies were almost by definition con- 
sidered undesirable aliens, even though the miserable conditions 
in which they lived were all too apparent. The idea that they had 
come to the Netherlands in order to profit from the favourable 
social system and that once here would harass the population with 
nonconformist and criminal behaviour was deep-rooted. They were 
a sad and sorry group of people, but that was not the responsibil- 
ity of the Netherlands. The Ministry of Justice was well aware of 
the age-long oppression of the groups which belonged to this cat- 
egory of aliens, especially the oppression they had come across during 
the Second World War, but that was not considered sufficient reason 
to grant them the status of refugee or allow them political asylum. 
The most popular policy was to get them out of the Netherlands 
as quickly as possible. If that was not (immediately) possible because 
of the circumstances, then a so-called ‘keep them moving’ strategy 
was applied. This meant that they were constantly ordered to move 
on (frequently from district to district, in the hope that they would 
end up crossing the border), while at the same time they were of- 
fered only a minimum of facilities. In this way the Ministry of Justice 
hoped to prevent their taking up residence. That was also the reason 
why the Ministry tried so hard to prevent service-orientated groups, 
interest-promoting groups or the media from becoming too interested 
in them. The more visible the Gypsies were, the more difficult it 
was to have them disappear without a sound. 

The step-by-step legalization of foreign Gypsies in 1978 and 1980 
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thwarted the prevailing policy towards this group (or groups). New 
groups of illegal Gypsies were treated as before, but the policy 
towards the hundreds of Gypsies in possession of a residence per- 
mit was (necessarily) adjusted. Nevertheless, the point of depar- 
ture remained a strict application of the aliens policy, which meant 
that legalized Gypsies were frustrated for years in their wishes to 
bring over family members or possible partners from Eastern Europe. 
The most important arguments on which this standpoint was based 
were that a more generous policy would lead to: 


(a) more and more Gypsies coming to the Netherlands (specific 
suction effect); 

(b) more other undesirable aliens coming (general suction effect); 

(c) Gypsies who were legalized at a later date demanding the 
special position (residence permit for unlimited duration) of the 
first group (specific precedent effect); 

(d) other aliens demanding the above-mentioned special status 
(general precedent effect). 


We should not lose sight of the fact that this standpoint cannot 
be seen as separate from the general restrictive admissions and 
aliens policy in the Netherlands, which has always aimed at re- 
stricting immigration, even when the state is prospering economi- 
cally, and at keeping the Netherlands clean, as an ex-civil servant 
from the Department of Aliens’ Affairs expressed it. An exception 
was made only for those for whom there was room on the labour 
market and for refugees and those qualifying for political asylum. 
Aliens who did not match up to the prevailing ‘idea of clean’, for 
example because they were not expected to contribute to the economy 
but were expected only to be burdensome, were considered unde- 
sirable. The word ‘Gypsy’ called forth exactly these associations, 
and it was therefore not surprising that aliens originating from 
Yugoslavia almost immediately faced a restrictive policy. Their openly 
nomadic lifestyle (travelling with wife and children in caravans or 
tents) satisfied an image of Gypsies which had come down through 
the ages. Added to this was the fact that they called themselves by 
this name. 

The political figure in the Netherlands who is authorized to break 
through prevailing policy by legalizing certain groups is the State 
Secretary of Justice. In the case of the foreign Gypsies, it was 
Zeevalking (1975-7) in particular who made a name for himself 
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with the legalization of the Romanovs and, a few months later, the 
proposal to legalize approximately 500 illegal Gypsies. Driven by 
both pragmatic and humanitarian motives (they were impossible to 
expel and Europe needed an example), he was able to make use of 
the manoeuvrable space within his department which his position 
offered him. Later State Secretaries, in contrast, followed very strictly 
the position held by the Department of Aliens’ Affairs. They did 
not use the powers inherent in their post which allowed them to 
legalize certain contingents of aliens. In addition, we have to ad- 
mit that attempts made by the Ministry of Justice to reach an inter- 
national solution within the Council of Europe seem on closer 
consideration to be mostly based on an illusion. The civil servants 
responsible never undertook any serious action. The international 
presence of a Dutch delegation was used, however, by the Ministry 
of Justice to justify itself to the court. Because an international 
solution for the ‘nomad problem’ was lacking, despite the efforts 
demonstrated, the road was open for the Ministry of Justice to 
apply the normal aliens policy to Gypsies and to reject special treat- 
ment, pleading the example of the general minorities policy. The 
idea that a separate (i.e. less restricted) policy towards Gypsies, 
when pursued only by the Netherlands, would lead to an unre- 
strained influx into the country of hundreds of thousands of Gypsies 
was not to die without a struggle. Nevertheless it is a numerical 
appraisal which is easily put in perspective and moreover belied by 
developments since. 


The Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture (WVC) 


The second ministry which actively concerned itself with the foreign 
Gypsy policy was the WVC. In the years both before and after the 
legalization, this Ministry was responsible for Caravan Affairs and 
showed itself to be a fierce opponent of any legalization of foreign 
Gypsies in the Netherlands. The acceptance of such a group meant 
that WVC would be responsible for shelter (and counselling) and 
would have to find municipalities which were prepared to take in 
the Gypsies. In the beginning the government also assumed that 
Gypsies would have to be placed in caravan camps. In view of the 
fact that for years there had been too few standing places and because 
of the difficulties which were anticipated from the indigenous cara- 
van dwellers, such an option was in principle rejected. This stand 
was kept until the government’s decision of October 1977. Only 
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when the Cabinet resolved to legalize a contingent of foreign Gypsies 
did the WVC drop its resistance and begin to act as an implement- 
ing and coordinating department. 

With the appointment of a separate civil servant for Gypsy policy 
to the Department of Caravan Affairs, the position taken by the 
WVC changed noticeably. It came immediately to the fore in dif- 
ferences of opinion with the Ministry of Justice, which occupied 
itself with the resident status of the legalized groups and with the 
matter of what should be done with the new groups of illegal resi- 
dents. In both issues the WVC civil servant, supported by his direct 
superiors, argued for a more lenient aliens policy. A second legal- 
ization would help the social composition of the first group and 
thus, at least in his opinion, expedite integration. The Ministry of 
Justice was told that it was not proper to treat a group which had 
been recognized in 1978 as having a special position as normal 
aliens. The consequence of this was that they were in effect denied 
the right to reunite with their families, which further shook the 
flimsy confidence that the Gypsies already had in Dutch society 
and unnecessarily frustrated the integration project. This opinion 
was shared by most of the ‘contact officials’ who were involved in 
the refugee policy as well as by the various municipal governments. 

Another point of friction, but this time with the Ministry of Home 
Affairs, centred around the lack of ministerial consultation with 
the municipalities which were to put up the Gypsies. The WVC 
strove for a guiding policy, but could not prevent the decisions of 
the Ministry of Home Affairs (which has been the coordinating 
ministry for all minorities policy since 1980) being taken on an ad 
hoc basis. Arguments for a more consistent policy at the local level, 
and for the application of sanctions where necessary, found no 
response. This inconsistent approach, which led, for example, to 
executive civil servants and officials in some municipalities working 
at cross-purposes, was acknowledged by the Ministry of Home Af- 
fairs, but did not lead to any changes. The Ministry — pleading the 
decentralization policy — confined itself to following the line cham- 
pioned by the municipalities. The WVC civil servant in question 
thus found himself in an isolated position in the national consulta- 
tions on the Gypsy policy. 

Although a new note was sounded from 1978 onwards at the 
executive level, this did not automatically mean that the department 
sang the same tune as other interested parties in the governmental 
consultations. At essential moments the standpoints expressed inside 
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the department were not adopted and the higher echelons of the 
WVC (in particular the Department of the Welfare of Minorities) 
supported the policy of the other ministries. In this way the minis- 
ter of the above-mentioned Department was closely involved in the 
preparation of the change in 1984, when it was decided to adopt a 
more repressive and police-orientated policy. And it was also for 
this reason that the shifting of financial means which accompanied 
the change of policy was never openly brought up for discussion. 
Thus on a higher official level some continuity can be noted also 
in the WVC’s standpoint towards Gypsies. Moreover, it relies on 
an image of Gypsies shared with the Ministry of Justice. 


The Ministry of Home Affairs (BiZa) 


This ministry is the third most important party at the governmen- 
tal level. The position there — referring in particular to the De- 
partment of the Coordination of Minorities (DCM) established in 
1980 — is less pronounced than in the other two ministries. If we 
take the Minority Note from 1983 as our starting point — in which 
Gypsies are put on the same level as refugees - then it seems that 
the BiZa supports special treatment. In practice little of this is to 
be seen: the Ministry followed quite passively the trail led by the 
Ministry of Justice and later that of the representatives of the muni- 
cipalities which sheltered the Gypsies. Characteristic of the DCM’s 
position is not so much the decisions which were made through 
the lack of a policy of its own as the constant postponement of 
planned executive consultations. Only when the conflict between 
the Gypsies and the municipalities escalated were the concerned 
parties brought together. As compensation for the acknowledged 
executive neglect, the minister then confined himself to making police 
expenses available to the municipalities. 

No explanation for the political and executive inertia which the 
BiZa suffered can be given on the basis of our case study. For this 
to be possible, Gypsy policy would have to be compared with ele- 
ments of the general minorities policy of the DCM in the 1980s. 
We would nevertheless like to make the following remarks. The 
idea of decentralization which became so popular from halfway 
through 1980 onwards, is in our opinion at odds with the vigorous 
approach which the national coordination of the minorities policy, 
which only became operative since 1979, demands. A number of 
clear courses to take are given in the Minority Note, but the possi- 
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bility of policy change was apparently too marginal at the DCM to 
give form to that policy. It is possible that this has to do with the 
difficult position of this department within the Ministry. The Min- 
istry had always taken care of contacts with the mayors and local 
police forces and their idea of administration — relating it for the 
moment to our analysis of the Gypsy policy — did not mesh with 
the requirements of a policy of integration. The DCM happened 
to be the coordinating department, but in practice it did not have 
the authority to prescribe compulsory measures to the ministries 
which concerned themselves with the minorities policy. In particu- 
lar, it was never able to exercise any influence on the aliens policy 
pursued by the Ministry of Justice. The criticism expressed with 
regard to the police-orientated approach was only to be seen in 
internal memoranda; a true change of position towards the Minis- 
try of Justice and the mayors concerned was never discussed. 


The Shelter Municipalities 


In the 1970s local governments were in general quite worried about 
being ‘saddled’ with groups of illegal Gypsies and having to carry 
the costs they brought with them. The large cities especially, which 
were the most attractive to these groups, were vehemently opposed. 
This had not changed by the time of legalization. All the municipalities 
approached by the government resisted, in the beginning, the idea 
of taking in the illegal Gypsies. Only after many talks and gentle 
insistence did some grudgingly agree to shelter a small contingent. 

Our impression is that many shelter municipalities finally over- 
came their reluctance, after months of pressuring from the govern- 
ment, because concessions were made on the part of the ministries 
and an image was drawn of groups who were prepared to adjust to 
the new situation at whatever cost. The municipalities had no choice, 
given the stalemate they were in. Moreover, the WVC would re- 
munerate all expenses and an explicit policy and ‘project group’ 
were on their way. In practice it turned out otherwise. As we have 
seen, national consultations failed to materialize for years and only 
the WVC, which was the coordinating ministry from 1980 onwards, 
offered the necessary official support. We have been assured from 
different sources that, once the decision was taken, most of the 
shelter municipalities began their ‘chore’ with zeal and energeti- 
cally passed all kinds of governmental resolutions. Their good in- 
tentions, however, rarely matched reality. 
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After a year of trying, three municipalities were already con- 
vinced that integration had failed and their opposition to the idea 
returned in full force. It is necessary to distinguish here between 
the civil servants who were appointed especially for the Gypsy project 
(contact officials, project leaders and workers in socio-cultural train- 
ing) and municipal officials who met the Gypsies in another ca- 
pacity. Whereas the former emphasized in their reports alternative 
solutions and imperative conditions which had to be fulfilled so 
that the shelter project would run better, the latter (local govern- 
ment, social services, police) were almost immediately convinced 
that the project was doomed to fail because of the lack of coordi- 
nation and, more than anything else, the nonconformist behaviour 
of the Gypsies. The latter, in all likelihood, did fail to conform to 
the picture of the average citizen, but some of the requirements 
which the municipalities demanded of integration (finding work in 
a short period of time and intensive participation in socio-cultural 
training) seem to have been far from realistic, given the events of 
the previous years and the distinguishing features (education, work 
experience) of the group members in question. 

When in the first years of the 1980s some shelter municipalities 
became more explicit about their dissatisfaction with the Gypsy 
project, the call for more stringent measures was heard. Cautiously 
hopeful reports from some municipalities in 1982 were brusquely 
overruled by the exclusively censorious reports from other munici- 
palities. The changeover to a more repressive approach became 
national within a few years. The WVC had been urging for a few 
years before this that Gypsies should on most grounds be treated 
as all other citizens and sanctioned if they break the law. The 
municipalities borrowed this idea, but then added the police com- 
ponent (= more money from the Gypsy budget for police) which 
would play an increasingly dominant role in the coming years. Since 
the change of policy in 1984, approved by the government, polar- 
ization had taken great strides. In 1985/6 the shelter municipalities 
almost unanimously considered integration an illusion and adjust- 
ment guidance a makeshift. They were of the opinion that only a 
no-nonsense judicial approach would keep under control the prob- 
lems which had arisen. 


The Parliament 


Knowing that the government’s opposition to the legalization of 
Gypsies was so great, we must ask ourselves how it was possible 
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that this politically sensitive decision was taken in favour of the 
Gypsies. As we have seen it was the State Secretary of Justice who 
took the decision. He (sometimes) found support in social institu- 
tions such as interest-promoting groups, jurisprudence and the legal 
profession, as well as in Parliament, in particular the Lower House. 
The position which Parliament adopted at the time of the legaliza- 
tion and its critical attitude during the following period was a real 
source of support to the policy which was in the making. The almost 
unanimously supported wish to legalize the group gave the govern- 
ment no other choice. The House showed itself to be a critical 
follower of government policy as far as this group was concerned. 

From 1971, members of the House from various political parties 
regularly denounced the policy pursued by the government, in par- 
ticular the Ministry of Justice. A closer inspection of these inter- 
ventions brings to light that most instances concerned individual or 
extreme cases — such as the vaginal body-search in January 1981 at 
the border or discriminating statements and practices on the part 
of civil servants. The general policy was rarely brought up for dis- 
cussion. Except in the early years, when the parties in office were 
also regularly pressed to support a decisive policy and the govern- 
ment was accused of ambivalence and passing the buck, the House 
tended to be content where cases of principle were concerned with 
the explanation offered by the responsible cabinet members. The 
most important example of this was the acceptance of the policy 
change in 1984: there was extensive discussion concerning respect 
for cultural identity, participation by the Gypsies and the advan- 
tages and disadvantages of a rigid application of the Aliens Act, 
but the change itself was never made a principle subject of discus- 
sion. As a matter of fact, the entry ‘police expenses’ of 1.2 million 
Dutch guilders which was then listed for the first time was accepted 
almost tacitly. It took four years for the Minister of Home Affairs 
to question the allocation of a part of the Gypsy budget. 

How can this, at times aimless, behaviour of the House be ex- 
plained? In the first place it should be recalled that, generally speak- 
ing, a consensus of opinion exists about the generally restrictive 
aliens policy. Proposals from only a few individuals to depart from 
it have always had little chance of succeeding. The argument used 
by the Ministry of Justice was (and is) that this would clash with 
the general policy. This dilemma was in itself an argument used to 
reject requests. Furthermore, we must remember that the House is 
very dependent for its information on certain sources. As was 
emphasized by various members of the Lower House whom we 
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interviewed, it is easier for administrators to enter the political 
channels and have their voice heard there. The House is much 
more reliant on social organizations such as interest-promoting 
groups. If these are headed by educated staff, who provide infor- 
mation supported by arguments, then the House has much more 
room in which to move. In addition, because of a full political agenda 
and information sources which are often widely divergent, the House 
is in many cases dependent on reports from the media. Many poli- 
ticians react to current affairs with a certain Jor Instinkt. The pos- 
sibility of getting publicity for certain questions and motions is greater 
when the media, and certainly television, has spent time on the 
issue. 


The interest-promoting groups 


The history of foreign Gypsies in the Netherlands would have been 
very different without interest-promoting groups and agents, whose 
activities have been multifarious since the beginning of the 1970s. 
They laboured for the sheltering of groups of illegal Gypsies who 
had settled in the periphery of big cities, and approached minis- 
tries with the request either to recognize such Gypsies as refugees 
or legalize their residence. Supporters tried to mobilize the media 
so that the fate of illegal Gypsies would reach the attention of the 
public and thus (indirectly) force the Lower House to take some 
action. Finally, it was they who provided the information and the 
most important arguments to apply pressure on the government, 
especially in 1988. Every action in favour of foreign Gypsies orig- 
inated from an initiative from the interest-promoting groups. 

In the period before 1977 it was primarily social-service organ- 
izations, such as Humanitas and Release, which called attention to 
the fate of groups of illegal Gypsies, sometimes in collaboration 
with highly motivated individuals. Their arguments had in the long 
run little visible result, but they did meet with some initial response. 
They helped make others, including some members of the House 
and lawyers, aware of the problem and thus paved the way for the 
later interest-promoting tactics. It was primarily the ROM Society 
which, during the years of legalization and thereafter, championed 
the cause of groups of illegal Gypsies with (protest) actions, peti- 
tions and personal contact with certain members of the govern- 
ment. It took care that the subject of stateless Gypsies was constantly 
in the news at the end of the 1970s and appeared on the political 
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agenda. This demonstrably helped its case in all the stages of the 
legalization, but a drawback to its involvement was the controver- 
sial status of its most important spokesman. His idea of interest- 
promoting showed visible signs of patronage. This type of ambiguous 
behaviour characterized other Gypsy leaders as well. In the 1980s 
the ROM Society continued to critically monitor the policy. It even 
threatened legal proceedings a few times and provided extensive 
written commentary on the political decisions which it thought 
contestable. Its influence on the policy-making process remained 
marginal due to its fixation on discrimination and its repeated ac- 
cusations of ‘cultural genocide’ - in short, its highly offensive strat- 
egy. Another factor against the Society was the uncertainty about 
which Gypsies it was actually representing. This ambivalence also 
affected its position as party to the negotiations. 

This is less true of the Lau Mazirel Society, which in the course 
of the 1980s increasingly showed itself to be an agent helping to 
determine the Gypsies’ image. It was not successful — despite re- 
peated attempts - in officially taking part in the government con- 
sultations on Gypsy policy, but it did increasingly take over the 
role of central interest-promoting organization. Its increased influence 
was due in particular to its expert juridical substructure, the consider- 
able practical experience which it had amassed and the opportunity 
to publish articles about the Gypsy issue in their journal O’Drom. 
The result of this at the political level was particularly visible in 1988. 


Jurisprudence and the legal profession 


Jurisprudence and the legal profession together make up the third 
party which influenced, and still influences, government policy 
towards foreign Gypsies. The first lawyer appeared in the Romanov 
case in 1977, urging the Netherlands to take back the group. At 
the same time, a German colleague petitioned the Council of 
Europe for an international travelling licence for the group. These 
initiatives meant the beginning of an intensive effort of legal aid 
(collectives) on behalf of the legal position of those Gypsies in 
question, with at first petitions for residence permits and, later on, 
for licences to establish a business and naturalization. Furthermore, 
they concentrated on discriminatory and stigmatizing practices by 
the government. 

This is especially true of the jurisprudence, in particular in the 
matter of expulsions. Diverse pronouncements not only led to 
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expulsions being prohibited but also made it more difficult for the 
Ministry of Justice to consider such proceedings. Thus the court at 
The Hague prohibited the expulsion of a group of Gypsies by air- 
plane in 1981 with the argument that they would then be sep- 
arated from their caravans which were the most important factor 
in their way of life. The result was that the Ministry of Justice was 
rendered more or less impotent. With respect to larger groups, the 
Ministry could only apply the ‘keep them moving’ strategy. 

In addition, the courts influenced judicial policy with respect to 
family reunification. Whereas from 1982 onwards the Ministry re- 
jected appeals for this by referring to the general aliens policy, the 
Council of State and two courts of law originally considered such 
motivation insufficient and, moreover, inconsistent with the specific 
Gypsy policy. The consequence of this was that the Ministry of 
Justice took care that, with the policy change in 1984, the official 
memorandum explicitly noted that the normal aliens policy would 
from then on apply to Gypsies. When the Council of State con- 
sidered the new motivation for rejecting family reunification suffi- 
cient in 1986, it in effect legitimized the restrictive policy of the 
Ministry of Justice. This also applied to cases of naturalization: 
since 1987, the Council of State has interfered only when the Min- 
istry of Justice rejected petitions without grounds to do so. 


AN AMBIGUOUS IMAGE 


If you ask someone about Gypsy culture who was involved in the 
above-sketched policy, a number of images dragged up out of the 
mire of history will make up his answer. In this way a member of 
the Lower House whom we interviewed told us that Gypsies have 
always protected valuables, such as jewels, by burying them in the 
ground. He added that it was important for the police to be aware 
of these cultural traits so that they know that these objects are 
temporarily hidden private possessions, and not stolen. To this he 
added that Gypsies have different views about possession anyway, 
given their nomadic culture; with this the difference between them 
and the sedentary culture is finely expressed. We do not doubt this 
member of government’s political integrity, but the simplicity which 
marks the above statements is characteristic of general notions con- 
cerning the difference of Gypsy culture. A reservoir of images of 
travelling groups is drawn from, although the intentions of the ‘image- 
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makers’ differ. If they fit, they are used, for example in the case 
above, to show that a knowledge of the cultural identity of (foreign) 
Gypsies can bring about more understanding, and therefore increase 
their chances of integration. But the same notion of nomadism is 
used by the police or disappointed officials to show that Gypsies 
are incapable of integrating into Dutch society because of their 
‘innate’ need to travel and because their ideas about ‘mine and 
thine’ differ from what is common in the Netherlands. 

An image closely related to the above concerns their shiftless- 
ness and inability, or unwillingness, to keep a regular job. Here 
also the interpretation is dependent on the perspective. Thus some 
of those involved tend to explain the steady high unemployment 
among foreign Gypsies by pointing to their lack of means to sup- 
port themselves in the traditional way. By this they chiefly mean 
what at present is called ‘ethnic entrepreneurship’. The govern- 
ment should be more flexible about diplomas and licences. Here 
they assume that the Gypsies in question can only support them- 
selves through (traditional) trades or other independent professions. 
Apart from the fact that we do not know to what extent these 
groups make use of the possibilities which the ‘grey market’ offers, 
this view does not entertain a very favourable opinion of the Gypsy’s 
social skills. It is as if the Gypsy, and his children who were edu- 
cated in the Netherlands, are unable to orientate themselves in a 
different direction than in the past. It is possible that the thought 
lying at the bottom of this is that every adjustment in fact damages 
the Gypsy culture. 

Those who overtly defend the Gypsies argue that they are not 
able to adjust, whereas many government and police officials ac- 
cuse them of not wanting to adjust. Both assume a fixed idea of 
culture. The latter do not recognize that the labour market is prac- 
tically closed to Gypsies, whom the Employment Exchange regard 
as incapable of being helped. Gypsies do not take advantage of 
the employment projects set up for minorities and suffer from 
discrimination in all sections of society. Moreover, the idea that 
Gypsies support themselves by begging and stealing, i.e. are not 
used to working, is widespread. The history of Gypsies in the Nether- 
lands in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, reveals 
otherwise. Divergent groups were able to support themselves 
reasonably well with professions such as tinker, bear-tamer, horse- 
dealer and musician. Documented as well is the fact that they were 
able to adapt themselves to the changing economic conditions. 
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Nevertheless, in the domain of employment it is also the case that 
if the image fits, it is used, which only emphasizes the tendency to 
blame only one party (either society or the Gypsies). 

The image is also found in all kinds of characteristics which are 
supposed to be specific to the Gypsy culture and which are held 
responsible for their difficulties in integrating into Dutch society. 
We will list a few here: they have no idea of time, they cannot 
handle money, they have no conscience, they are not interested in 
education, they cannot think in abstract terms, they do not steal 
but ‘find’ things, and they are not accustomed to living in houses 
which results in their being a neighbourhood nuisance. These im- 
pressions are not only easily generalized to include all Gypsies, 
but in general one does not seem to realize that such characteris- 
tics are more likely to be related to social environment, educa- 
tional background, class and suchlike. 

Let us confine ourselves to the matter of living in brick houses. 
There are no extract details available about how foreign Gypsies 
and their forefathers were housed in their countries of origin. For 
this reason, all interested parties avail themselves of the prevalent 
image, namely that Gypsies have always travelled around in cara- 
vans, trailers and sometimes tents, so that in principle they fell 
under the Caravan Act until the 1970s. With legalization, however, 
the ministries concerned made sedentary housing a requirement, 
probably because of the scarcity of places in which to set up their 
homes. Temporary housing was offered first as a transitional measure 
in order to let them get used to living in a home. When the nui- 
sance problem first arose, the municipalities were quick to pro- 
duce the argument that Gypsies have never been accustomed to 
living in houses. In short, it was their culture that was again the 
problem. Interest-promoting groups in effect used the same argu- 
ment when they criticized the lack of free choice and argued for 
the right to live in a trailer by appealing to the ‘traditional’ no- 
madic lifestyle. Here also, ‘unable to’ contrasts with ‘not wanting 
to’. The discussion of the Gypsy policy is dominated by such polar- 
izations in which Gypsies are either excused because of their cul- 
ture, or accused because of their culture. The image is generally 
the guiding line here. 
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With the Romanov group coming to Holland in 1976 it was imme- 
diately clear to all interested parties that these were ‘Gypsies’. Not 
only the government but also interest-promoting organizations and 
the groups themselves used this term. The latter will have meant 
something different by the term, however, than the former. The 
Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Welfare, Home Affairs and police 
regarded Gypsies as much more of a threat to public order and 
safety than the average illegal alien. This standpoint arose from 
the existent stigma which was without scruple projected onto these 
newcomers. The most important elements of this stigma were that 
Gypsies were poor because of their lifestyle, and parasitical be- 
cause they would not work. In addition, Gypsies were believed to 
be born (petty) criminals who easily slid from bad to worse. It did 
not matter if the actual situation met these descriptions or not; 
the stigma was not corrected. 

Seen historically, the heart of the threat lay in the openly no- 
madic lifestyle of these aliens. This was evident in the recent policy 
towards foreign Gypsies. The Ministry of Justice’s biggest concern 
was that they travelled in groups, were thus very mobile and were 
therefore difficult to keep under control. Paradoxically, the ‘keep 
them moving’ strategy only encouraged this. When the number of 
illegals increased, the idea grew to set up an internment camp, an 
idea which was not brought to realization because of political op- 
position. Then the Ministry of Justice proposed making the houses 
of detention in Middelburg and Zwolle (two Dutch cities) avail- 
able for this purpose, but the courts immediately pronounced this 
unlawful. Even after legalization the question was: How do we prevent 
from travelling the Gypsies who have not yet been expelled? The 
second concern was how to prevent the entry of new illegal Gypsies. 
The most appropriate measure was more strict supervision at the 
southern border. This message was sent by the Ministries of Jus- 
tice and Home Affairs in divers circulars and telexes to the auth- 
orities at the border from 1977 onwards. 

Then there was, of course, the problem of identification. No travel 
document listed that a person was a ‘Gypsy’. It was therefore necess- 
ary to go by identification marks other than nationality. In most 
instances, appearance, way of living (caravan) and size of group 
were decisive. In this way the aliens who met these qualifications 
were also immediately identified as potential criminals. This is 
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apparent from the circulars issued in 1974, in which not only were 
Gypsies qualified as undesirable aliens but it was also suggested 
that by definition they were guilty of a crime or of disturbing pub- 
lic order. These directives legitimized a separate and discriminatory 
treatment of Gypsies, who in practice could be expelled simply on 
the basis of conjecture. 

The registering of every alien who was considered a ‘Gypsy’ turned 
out to be an aid in identification. Both the Department of Aliens’ 
Affairs and the Central Criminal Investigation Service (CRI) es- 
tablished a system in which the personal details of all foreign Gypsies 
were recorded. In this way it was hoped that persons who either 
had no papers or had false papers could be identified by means of 
photos and fingerprints which were then passed on to the CRI. 
The same method was used in the case of Gypsies who were sus- 
pected of a crime in the Netherlands or abroad. From 1974 onward 
their fingerprints and two photos were taken before they were ex- 
pelled. The CRI in particular was able to build up a well-documented 
registration system in this way. All reports from local police forces 
which had to do with both offences and identification checks of 
legal and illegal Gypsies reached the CRI. The person in question 
did not have to have a record; a simple document check was enough 
to be entered into the CRI system. 

What are the general effects and implications of this stigmatiza- 
tion (an active use of the stigma in the developed policy) by the 
government? We discern four, namely that: 


(a) people who are labelled Gypsies are not judged by individual 
traits but by (alleged) group traits; 

(b) conjectures and suspicions are enough to keep out, expel and 
register foreign Gypsies; 

(c) it is difficult for the persons in question to avoid the stigma 
of being labelled an undesirable alien and potential criminal; 

(d) on the part of the government, much time, attention and 
money is spent on a relatively small minority group, which is partly 
a consequence of the prevailing image. 


We also see these effects expressed in the policy pursued by the 
shelter municipalities; they explain in part the changeover in 1984 
to a more police-orientated approach. The chiefs of police were 
informed from the beginning of the legalization by the above- 
mentioned circulars and telexes that they would be facing potentially 
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criminal residents. In addition, the police forces had intensive con- 
tact with each other as well as with the CRI concerning the meth- 
ods to use with respect to foreign Gypsies. Whereas the first five 
years of the legalization policy was characterized by a lack of govern- 
mental coordination and consultation, the police did collaborate. 
This undoubtedly led to increased pressure on government officials 
to provide more financial means as compensation for the police 
work which was spent solely on Gypsies. The mayors saw in this 
the chance to urge the government to direct a part of the budget 
set aside for the sheltering and guidance of the Gypsies to the 
police. The government agreed to this, with the condition that it 
would have to be proved that the money was being used for extra 
detectives. The conviction that the legalized foreign Gypsies would 
be involved in criminal activities in all the shelter municipalities 
was deep-rooted at that level as well. The police reports of that 
time, however, rarely indicate that Gypsies were in fact sentenced 
more often than others. The police justify this by remarking that 
the lack of actual sentences has to do with the great mobility of 
the group and with the numbers of minors. The effect of this dis- 
crepancy is that considerable mystification has arisen around Gypsy 
criminality. 

Another aspect of stigmatization is that the groups of foreign 
Gypsies discussed in this chapter were regarded from the begin- 
ning as pitiful and needy people, who would ‘rise’ to the level common 
to Dutch society with a little support and guidance. The term ‘foreign 
aid at home’ was used. Much of the frustration and disappoint- 
ment felt by the local municipal government officials stems from 
this one-sided idea of such a guidance process. The Gypsies’ situ- 
ation was often misjudged because of the lack of knowledge of 
and insight into their abilities, wishes and interests. A consequence 
of this — perhaps it is even characteristic of forced integration — is 
that as soon as the groups in question fall short of expectations 
and the alternative solutions to the problems have been exhausted, 
it is quickly assumed that ‘they are not cooperating’. Ignorance 
and impotence lead to ‘culprit-hunting’, and experience has shown 
that Gypsies, who are first seen as victims, ultimately end up being 
accused of having caused the misery in which they find themselves. 
Their image provides enough leads to ‘explain’ why they are not 
able to be included in Dutch society. One explanation is that they 
are inveterate parasites. Another is that they were forcibly integrated; 
they should be allowed to travel again. The middle position is given 
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by an ex-civil servant: ‘I can’t see behind the Gypsy’s mask.’ In his 
opinion, they have different interests, but what those interests are 
remains unanswered. As long as this prevailing image of the Gypsy 
as a being from another planet is not corrected by other images - 
for example, of Gypsies who receive a diploma, establish a busi- 
ness or begin something new in the Netherlands - the stigmatiza- 
tion will continue. 

A noticeable feature of the literature on Gypsies is that the traits 
assigned to them (justly or not) are seen as specifically and exclu- 
sively ‘gypsy-like’. This was true in the eighteenth century and it is 
still true today, only the emphasis lies elsewhere.’ Fascinated or 
shocked by the foreignness of the group under study, attention is 
chiefly paid to the features which differ from those of groups from 
a low socio-economic environment instead of to the social circum- 
stances which agree. Here we come up against the appearance of 
something that also plagues other current minority studies, namely 
that the nature of the group under study is easily differentiated. 
We noted this in a number of places during our research. Thus we 
found that in those cases in which a foreign Gypsy family was ac- 
cused of being a neighbourhood nuisance, the municipality quickly 
attributed that to its lack of a ‘sedentary culture’. It is only in re- 
cent years that a relationship is made in some cases between 
neighbourhood problems and the socio-economic environment. 
Absence from school is also easily accounted for by the “Gypsy 
culture’, which is seen as the reason for the lack of motivation. 
That some Gypsy children have persevered and graduated from 
secondary school is left unsaid; the first signs of change go unno- 
ticed. As was noted above, culture is seen as a static factor, in- 
stead of one liable to change. 

There remains the issue of the much-discussed Gypsy criminality. 
The first thing one notices is the idea that Gypsies have their own 
form of criminality, which is practically impossible to suppress. Next 
is that they are the only minority group for whom separate police 
have been appointed from the budget meant for their integration. 
Apart from the stigmatizing effect of this measure, the Gypsies are 
also singled out in the general minorities policy. It is most note- 
worthy that this criminality is seldom linked to their marginal po- 
sition in society, whereas the link is quite obvious. The factor of 
‘discrimination’, which only increases the distance between them 
and the society around them, can be added to their case as well. 

Finally, the differentiation of Gypsies has increased in the past 
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twelve years due to the specific Gypsy policy. The special attention 
these groups received — both the well-meant care and the more 
penal treatment - has led to each development, and certainly the 
problems, being carefully eyed and made much of in both munici- 
pal reports and newspaper articles. There was an almost exclusive 
concentration on the problems, which is not surprising in light of 
the separate Gypsy budget. More problems as a rule mean more 
money; the history of the police expenses has made this quite clear. 
The result is that municipalities which had few problems were ignored, 
which gave the national integration project a one-sided character. 
The policy change in 1984, and the marked leaning towards a police- 
orientated approach, undoubtedly boosted the prevailing image of 
Gypsies and criminalization. In this connection a general conclu- 
sion could be that every form of differentiation carries with it the 
danger of increasing the stigmatization of the group in question. 
Certainly in the case of the foreign Gypsies, where for a while a 
relatively large number of civil servants were assigned to a small 
number of people, it turned out to be an inevitable development. 


7 The Making of a Minority: 


the Case of Dutch 


Travellers! 
Annemarie Cottaar 


BECOMING A MINORITY 


People often talk about minorities as if they were a fixed idea, a 
category that never changes and has always existed. History, how- 
ever, teaches that some minorities (gradually) come into being, but 
some also fade away, just like the claims for and attribution of 
cultural rights are forever changing. This is well illustrated by the 
contemporary problems in the former Soviet Union, the former 
Yugoslavia and other Eastern European countries. However, the 
question remains to be answered what the conditions are under 
which claims to minority rights are formulated. It is often unclear 
how the groups came into being in the past and for how long they 
have already formed a cultural or ethnic minority. Many studies, 
especially those about itinerants, put the emphasis one-sidedly on 
the group itself: they focus on culture and customs as explanatory 
factors. By doing so they leave the question aside whether the 
minority status of a group has anything to do with their (itinerant) 
way of life. Equally important, however, is the question whether 
the influence of the authorities — their policies and way of categor- 
izing — has affected the process of group formation. 

A striking illustration of the making of a minority is that of Dutch 
caravan-dwellers. Since 1980 the Dutch government has pursued a 
special policy towards ethnic minorities, a term covering groups of 
foreign origin which maintain their own culture and which are socially 
disadvantaged. There is one group covered by this policy which 
nevertheless is primarily of indigenous descent: caravan-dwellers. 
The decision to include them rested not so much on their distinctive 
form of housing, as on the divide separating them from the rest of 
society, together with their socially backward position on a number 
of essential fronts, such as employment, housing and education. 
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Their situation invoked unmistakable parallels with that of other 
ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. In defining them as a distinct 
group, the government was following prevailing public opinion. 
Caravan-dwellers themselves also, to be sure, emphasize that they 
are different from ‘typical Dutch people’ — whom they refer to as 
burghers — and that they have a culture of their own, with values 
and forms of interaction of which they are proud.’ In contrast to 
other Western European states, the Dutch government has always 
drawn a distinction between caravan-dwellers and Gypsies. From 
the outset caravan-dwellers have been regarded as natives with a 
deviant form of housing (and way of life). The term Gypsy was 
reserved for people of foreign origin who travelled about in family 
bands and slept in tents or caravans. 

As a result of new government policy in the 1990s caravan-dwellers 
seem to have lost some important privileges, like the exclusive right 
to live in a caravan. This is why they emphasize more and more 
that they differ from other Dutch people and accordingly need a 
different (minority) status with corresponding rights: the right to 
maintain their own culture, the right to live in an affordable cara- 
van in one of the large caravan camps and the right to travel. Their 
slogan is ‘Our culture is freedom’, but very little of that freedom is 
left nowadays. Since the Caravan Act of 1968 caravan-dwellers have 
no longer been allowed to travel freely. From that moment on they 
were obliged to live in large regional camps (fifty to eighty cara- 
vans) with many facilities, such as a camp school, a social worker 
and sanitary provisions. The caravan-dwellers opposed this Act ve- 
hemently; they were afraid of isolation, increasing competition and 
growing tension within their own group. In addition, the people 
living in the neighbourhood argued against the large camps be- 
cause they felt intimidated by the vast number of caravan-dwellers. 
As a result, the caravan site policy failed and government policy 
had to change course. A draft was therefore made for an amend- 
ment to the law. According to the government, the answer to the 
problem lay in the establishment of small, attractive caravan camps 
with no more than ten to fifteen caravans. But most caravan-dwellers 
opposed these new measures as well, as they wanted their friends 
and family in their immediate environment and this seemed to be 
impossible in a camp with a restricted number of caravans. An equally 
important reason may have been that they were given no alterna- 
tive and were — once again — pressured into moving from one camp 
to another. This kind of government pressure has been a leitmotif 
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in the history of caravan-dwellers in the Netherlands and has played 
an important role in the process of minority formation. 


THE PROCESS OF MINORITY FORMATION 


Throughout Western Europe the first caravans only appeared in 
the second half of the nineteenth century (see Chapter 10). Never- 
theless in the following century their occupants have developed into 
a separate social category within Dutch society, one which obvi- 
ously lags far behind. Before delving into the historic roots of this 
process of minority formation, we need first to define a number of 
concepts further. This is especially true for the concept of minor- 
ity itself. Here we refer to the study of minority formation and 
emancipation in the Netherlands written by the Amsterdam soci- 
ologist Penninx.” He has made the two-sidedness of the process 
apparent by including in his analysis both the attitudes and behaviour 
of the dominant majority as well as the self-perceptions of the 
minority. In his view a group must fulfil two conditions to be de- 
fined as a minority. First of all its members must consider belong- 
ing to the group more important than any other social classification. 
And - by way of the mirror-image of this commitment — (large 
sections of) society will regard them primarily as a distinct group. 
These forms of (self-) perception are referred to as the minority’s 
ethnocultural position.“ A second condition is that most members 
of the group occupy a low social position, as manifest in such areas 
as income (employment), education and housing.’ By virtue of 
its numerical position as a minority such a group will have little 
power or influence in society. When for a number of successive 
generations these conditions are met, we may speak of minority 
formation. 

According to studies about caravan-dwellers in the 1980s and 
1990s, they constitute a minority in the strict sense of the term.® 
Their socio-economic position is hardly rosy now and there are 
few indications it will soon improve, given that a large majority of 
the group depends upon social welfare and the educational level 
of the children of caravan-dwellers lags behind that of the rest of 
society. A considerable distance, spatial and social, separates caravan- 
dwellers from other Dutch and this gulf appears rather fixed, in 
part as a consequence of a situation that has developed of mutual 
distrust. As for the third condition, a glance at statistics shows that, 
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Gypsies aside, caravan-dwellers comprise the smallest category re- 
cognized by official minorities policy.’ The only unanswered ques- 
tion is how and when this minority position came into being. 

To determine which factors have been decisive in the process of 
the minority formation, the complementary concepts of ‘position 
attribution’ and ‘position acquisition’ are useful. With ‘position 
acquisition’ emphasis falls on the characteristics and traits of the 
ethnic-cultural group itself which can be a special factor in its at- 
taining (an improved) social position.’ As far as the vocations of 
caravan-dwellers are concerned, it is assumed that these were mar- 
ginal and not infrequently amounted to veiled forms of begging. If 
this is an accurate interpretation, then their way of earning a living 
has contributed to their minority position and to the negative image 
that goes with it. This holds true, too, for their deviant form of 
housing. That is why it is necessary to analyse closely the econ- 
omic function(s) of caravan-dwellers down through the years, as 
well as the development of the caravan. The results of an analysis 
of changes in mobile homes are presented in Chapter 10. Here 
only economic aspects are reviewed, to the extent that they have 
influenced the course of minority formation. In addition the de- 
gree to which caravan-dwellers have tried to promote their interests 
by means of their own organizations is investigated. The participa- 
tion of their children in education, on the other hand, is only touched 
upon indirectly, not simply because we know that prior to 1945 
this was slight (especially at the height of the travel season) but 
primarily because, according to the Compulsory Education Act of 
1901, the children of caravan-dwellers were exempted from having 
to attend school if their parents remained in a municipality for 
less than 28 days (after 1921 reduced to eight days). 

With ‘position attribution’ other factors are involved over which, 
in principle, the group itself can exercise little or no influence. With 
respect to their social position, we should take into consideration 
division of labour, housing and education, regulated by the govern- 
ment and other institutions, including private organizations.’ What 
interests us most of all is when the government started to treat 
caravan-dwellers as a distinct category: from the moment people 
began to live in caravans or perhaps even before (although in the 
last event, one could not yet actually speak of caravan-dwellers)? 
Should categorization, i.e. group formation, have preceded the time 
when people moved into caravans, then form of housing would not 
offer an adequate explanation for the process of minority formation. 
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Their form of housing, however, did determine the name given to 
caravan-dwellers as a category so that it is of importance to ascer- 
tain what influence such housing had on their ultimate emergence 
as a minority. In this context what matters especially is how vari- 
ous government agents acted towards them, bureaucrats from the 
relevant ministries and provincial and local authorities. In an analysis 
of the ethnic-cultural position of caravan-dwellers, the individual 
persons who make up the category are central: who were they, where 
did they come from and in what respects did they differ from other 
Dutch? It might be that their group identity developed as a re- 
sponse to the negative attitude manifest in Dutch society. There- 
fore it is important to find out what place caravan-dwellers were 
relegated to by dominant institutions. Also of importance is the 
way in which the group, possibly by way of reaction, maintained its 
own distinct ethnic identity. 


THE CARAVAN-DWELLERS’ PERSPECTIVE 


At the outset of the twentieth century there did not yet exist a 
separate, homogeneous group of caravan-dwellers. As far as their 
origin and vocational activities were concerned, there were signifi- 
cant differences among themselves and at the same time countless 
similarities with the so-called sedentary population. The only two 
respects in which they already differed from ‘citizens’ were their 
itinerant way of life and their housing. At a certain moment a wagon 
with a wood cabin on top offered people whose way of earning a 
living required travel the chance to take their family with them on 
the road. After 1900 we see people using these wagons to an in- 
creasing degree, not only to travel, but also to live in. They of- 
fered, especially in cities, an alternative in an era plagued by a 
shortage of housing. Urban caravan-dwellers have always confused 
the government because they were not supposed to live in cara- 
vans. But then what determined who did? 

An obvious factor seems to be the special nature of itinerant 
work and related services. What caught our attention when look- 
ing into their economic activities was the enormous diversity. The 
heart of their economic activities consisted of trade. As a rule there 
was little initial capital required and as traders they met a need, 
for not only in the countryside but also in towns there was a vigor- 
ous demand for inexpensive goods. In addition trade activities could 
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readily be combined with other more artisan-like work and with 
the seasonal exploitation of fairground attractions.’ 

To determine just how group-specific these vocations were and 
how atypical the incomes which they yielded, comparison with equiv- 
alent vocational categories among the sedentary majority of society 
was necessary. Were the discrepancies striking enough to consider 
caravan-dwellers occupying a social position of their own? This 
question can be answered — without any reservation - in the nega- 
tive. For most vocations practised by caravan-dwellers, there was a 
sedentary version. This was least true perhaps for travelling show- 
men, knife-grinders and chair-bottomers, despite the fact some 
of them also settled permanently in a big city. In any event in- 
numerable sedentary hawkers worked the streets and alleys of big 
cities, carrying out their vocations where they lived. The extent to 
which they travelled about was insignificant compared to the 
itinerancy of caravan-dwellers, but this appeared to be the only 
major difference, which also was true for many (street-) musicians 
and singers. 

Further, there was rather a lot of variation in the economic po- 
sition of the caravan-dweller population, which found expression 
not only in divergent earnings but also in the condition of the caravan 
and the number of horses one owned. What can in any case be 
demonstrated is that, on the whole, before the Second World War 
caravan-dwellers were no worse off than many in the working-class 
population, where housing, employment and income are concerned. 
Although in the prewar situation caravan-dwellers enjoyed the free- 
dom to move about unhampered, that is not to say they were con- 
tinuously under way. When travelling, moreover, they seldom ranged 
widely. During the winter months, when the roads were only pass- 
able with difficulty, they usually remained in one place, for the most 
part in a large municipality, a location which guaranteed them a 
large pool of potential customers. In the spring they set off in the 
caravan again. 


THE GOVERNMENT’S PERSPECTIVE: WHO’S GOING TO 
PAY FOR IT? 


When people first began to live in caravans during the second half 
of the nineteenth century, there was certainly no ‘open situation’. 
From the beginning they were confronted with the already existing 
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negative image of itinerants in general. A dominant part of the 
stigma against dwellers stemmed from the suspicion that they pos- 
sessed insufficient means of subsistence and only managed to sur- 
vive by begging and stealing. The rise of the caravan simply reinforced 
this stigmatization. Thanks to their unique form of housing, the 
itinerants became more conspicuous in the eyes of the world at 
large which made it easier for governments to adopt a specific, 
stigmatizing policy towards them. 

Research into the fear of municipalities of admitting these people 
within their boundaries leads us to the nineteenth-century changes 
in the poor laws, which provide us with a key to understand the 
process of social exclusion and the formation of the minority group 
of caravan-dwellers in the Netherlands. Even before caravans were 
passing with some regularity along Dutch roads, it was already 
determined that their future inhabitants would have to contend with 
authorities who rejected them. The leading actors are to be found 
at the municipal level. What had happened? With the alteration of 
the Dutch poor law in 1870 municipalities were made financially 
responsible for the support of all impecunious persons within their 
areas, not just their own residents but also those who stayed only 
temporarily. At first this change appeared a welcome improvement 
in their position, especially for smaller municipalities, since place 
of birth had previously determined domicile for purposes of poor 
relief. In other words people who left their birthplace to settle else- 
where became a burden on the budget of their municipality of ori- 
gin as soon as they became impoverished.'! For smaller municipalities 
which witnessed the migration of many of their inhabitants to cities 
in search of work, this arrangement represented a considerable 
potential drain on their resources. 

With the alteration of the poor law in 1870 this imbalance ap- 
peared to have been set straight. There was a new danger for smaller 
communities, however, lurking in the provision that they must also 
support people who were only stopping for a while within their 
boundaries, should these be needy. This is why they began to re- 
gard itinerants as a threat to their relief funds and mobilized them- 
selves against their visits. Their antagonism derived from the 
long-standing popular notion that people who travelled as a way of 
life were, by definition, poor. It certainly looks like the small mu- 
nicipalities were eager to eke out every last advantage they could 
from the revised law. We should remind ourselves, however, that 
their treasuries were usually only moderately filled and that conse- 
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quently their capacity to provide assistance was limited. Nonethe- 
less the conclusion is justified that the municipalities were led more 
by their anxieties than by rational considerations. Until the Second 
World War at any rate they were unable to demonstrate that they 
suffered severe financial strain owing to relief extended to caravan- 
dwellers within their territory. They may have handed in claims to 
this effect to the Ministry of Justice, but the ministry dismissed 
their statistics, both shortly before and after the war, as so much 
trumpery. Even when the unavoidable concentration of caravan- 
dwellers during the war began to be burdensome to the budgets of 
a number of municipalities, bills were passed along to the Dutch 
government with remarkable speed. During the war, to be sure, 
expenses incurred were not for poor relief, but for setting up and 
outfitting compulsory camps. 

The next question is whether it was predominantly the concern 
over the poor relief funds which determined municipal policy be- 
fore the Second World War. It must be pointed out that there were 
also other complaints about caravan-dwellers and it is highly poss- 
ible that this too influenced municipalities in their stigmatizing policy. 
They, for example, informed higher-level authorities that the pub- 
lic order was jeopardized by the stationing of caravans along pub- 
lic roads. Horses let loose to graze, moreover, were said to poach 
grass, while the way caravan-dwellers scrounged meals and cloth- 
ing at times seemed close to begging. And what about the crimi- 
nality ascribed to the group? Were these arguments cumulatively 
of sufficient weight to turn caravan-dwellers away? 

To improve our grasp of what motivated the municipalities, a 
comparison with itinerant groups of foreign origin — the so-called 
Gypsies — is meaningful. Just as caravan-dwellers, from the mid- 
nineteenth century onwards they were confronted with a repressive 
government policy, but in their case it was the national govern- 
ment rather than the municipalities which worked in opposition. 
One explanation for the comparatively tolerant way municipalities 
behaved towards Gypsies is, possibly, their foreign status. Not only 
were municipalities not obliged to take care of them if they were 
poor, they could even oblige them to move on.!? Gypsies were prob- 
ably tolerated because their presence didn’t cost the municipalities 
any money. The crux of the matter is that caravan-dwellers — being 
Dutch citizens — were entitled to make demands. This difference 
inspired municipalities to be more stand-offish towards them. Pro- 
tective feelings towards the poor relief funds were decisive. 
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WARDING OFF AND DISCOURAGING CARAVAN- 
DWELLERS 


From the end of last century municipalities had been exerting pressure 
on the Ministry of Justice to issue a general prohibition against 
caravans. In the beginning their complaints fell on deaf ears which 
obliged them to derive alternative strategies to keep away caravan- 
dwellers. The first possibility for achieving their goal was to call 
for police action on the grounds of Article 135 of municipal law. 
To activate this procedure they had to file a complaint about a 
disturbance of public order, morals or health. Right from the start 
their purpose was to forbid the parking of caravans locally, expect- 
ing that the inhabitants of the caravans would inevitably then stay 
away. This approach misfired owing to a competing law, Article 
Four of the Dutch Constitution, which offered caravan-dwellers 
protection by assuring everyone in the Netherlands the freedom, 
in principle, to stay wherever he or she wished. Thus, with police 
ordinance in hand municipalities were able to get rid of the cara- 
vans, but they were not satisfactorily armed to keep the dwellers 
outside their boundaries. 

Administrators quickly realized that without help from higher 
officials they were powerless in their own municipalities. So they 
began to urge the national government to pass a law in the hope 
that in this way restrictions could be imposed on itinerants. Their 
arguments homed in on areas of relevance to the state. It was no 
longer emphasized that caravan-dwellers presented a threat to public 
order, instead they stressed that their way of life conflicted with 
three new laws. First of all the Compulsory Education Act of 1900: 
“They hardly go to school, if at all’; the Housing Law of 1901: “They 
live in immorality too close to each other’; and, finally, the Law to 
Control Contagious Diseases which had become operative in 1872. 
With these new arguments the municipalities hoped to show that 
policy towards caravan-dwellers was not really their affair, but rather 
the direct concern of the national government which should oc- 
cupy itself more with the supervision of this special group. The 
pleading of the municipalities ultimately culminated in the naming 
of a state commission in 1903, one of whose tasks was to consider 
specific legal measures aimed at caravans. Their final report, pub- 
lished in 1913, led after the First World War to new legislation.» 

The passing of the Caravan Act of 1918, which limited the num- 
ber of caravans, ushered in an important phase in the process of 
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minority formation, not, however, because this state law promoted, 
in principle, the (further) segregation of caravan-dwellers but be- 
cause it did not lead to the result that the municipalities had an- 
ticipated. What happened was that the number of caravans appeared 
to increase appreciably — the law thus had the opposite effect to 
that which was desired — while municipalities no longer had the 
authority to turn them away. The law took precedence over all 
local ordinances, so that caravan-dwellers were better protected 
than ever before against arbitrariness. What the situation amounted 
to in fact was that townships had to tolerate not only the occu- 
pants, but their caravans, too. From 1918 onwards municipalities 
were obliged to equip a location where caravan-dwellers could stay. 
To reverse what they considered an unfortunate turn of events, local 
authorities thought over new strategies for fending off caravans. 
One of the most obvious of these was to select a place with little 
allure for the obligatory caravan grounds: a plot on the municipality’s 
outskirts, for example, or next to a garbage dump or graveyard. 
Such ploys are illustrated vividly by the policy pursued by the mu- 
nicipalities of The Hague and Zwolle where camps were impro- 
vised in isolated spots and for as long as possible maintained with 
a minimum of expenditure. The number of facilities remained lim- 
ited to prevent the premises from attracting other caravan-dwellers. 
The municipal authorities, moreover, promoted the idea that the 
caravan-dwellers were themselves responsible for the filthy, run- 
down state of their camp. The sight of a dirty camp reinforced the 
image the officials wished to project. This accounts for one of the 
most persistent prejudices with which caravan-dwellers have had 
to contend, and still encounter today. Today, immaculate interiors 
and countless hygienic measures easily offer contrary evidence. A 
half-century ago things were different. 

That with their policy of rejection these municipalities were in 
line with a national trend appears with crystal clarity from interviews 
and comparisons with other local studies. The thread running through 
different accounts was invariably the municipality’s fear that a well- 
furbished caravan camp would attract additional travellers. Thus, 
structurally, no investments were made in such facilities and most 
decisions were reached on an ad hoc basis, so a consistent municipal 
policy towards caravans never took shape. After the introduction of 
the Caravan Act in 1918, the hidden agenda of municipalities was 
without exception to deter and discourage caravan-dwellers from 
stopping within their boundaries, with all the predictable consequences 
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for living conditions in the camps so reluctantly provided. 

Up to the Second World War caravan-dwellers usually managed 
to escape from their spatial isolation and kept in touch with mem- 
bers of sedentary society by availing themselves of their right to 
travel freely. As more and more caravans came to stand in close 
proximity to each other in pre-selected locations in each munici- 
pality, however, under ever-deteriorating living conditions, it be- 
came more difficult to avoid segregation. Looking back, we can 
see how the concentration of caravan-dwellers in remote camps — 
which, through the neglect of the local authorities, grew progres- 
sively shabbier — contributed strongly to the stigmatization of the 
entire group. What’s more, in 1938 for the first time a proposal 
began to make the rounds to bring caravan-dwellers together in 
vast, central camps. The Ministry of Justice at once opposed the 
notion, arguing that since, like other citizens, caravan-dwellers were 
at liberty to choose their temporary domicile, assignment to cen- 
tral camps would clash with the law. The proposal disappeared into 
a desk drawer. German occupying forces on the other hand had 
fewer scruples and bit by bit deprived caravan-dwellers of their 
mobility, though not in the first years of the war. At this time, 
caravan-dwellers were already listed separately (in the Central Popu- 
lation Register) and were subjected to checks by the State Identi- 
fication Service which suspected that all sorts of people had gone 
into hiding, among them persons whom the occupiers considered 
dangerous to the state. But as of 1 July 1943 their freedom of 
movement was over: throughout the country caravan-dwellers were 
no longer allowed to circulate. In addition so-called assembly camps 
were designated to which they were required to bring their cara- 
vans. Each municipality was informed to which assembly camp it 
had to send its caravans, with a precise specification of the num- 
ber. Employees of construction companies and showmen who were 
members of the professional fair association were exempted from 
this deportation. Many caravan-dwellers, however, abandoned their 
wagons to go underground in a house or what passed for one. What 
before the war the Dutch government had never been able to achieve 
was now realized: the number of caravans diminished drastically. 


THE RISING WALLS OF POSTWAR POLICY 


The roots of the process by which caravan-dwellers became a min- 
ority are thus embedded in the period preceding the Second World 
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War when the group was segregated progressively from the rest of 
the Dutch population. Yet, at that time they formed nothing like a 
minority in the strict sense, owing to social and economic diversity 
within the group. We therefore must look for decisive factors in 
the process of minority formation after 1945. Here we will exam- 
ine the period up to the new Caravan Act of 1968, for although in 
the years which were to follow the government would summon to 
life innumerable regulations to realign its caravan policy, it could 
no longer counteract the negative effects accruing from the pre- 
vious decades. 

After the Second World War caravan-dwellers, whose freedom 
of movement was rapidly restored, once again fell under the law 
of 1918.!* They could go wherever they wanted and many who went 
into hiding during the war resumed their old lives. It would not be 
for long, however, before the freedom they recovered would be 
threatened a second time. The German occupier’s measures had 
opened the eyes of Dutch administrators at different levels to pos- 
sibilities for curtailing caravan-dwelling. Furthermore, the Ministry 
of Justice insisted on a revision of the Caravan Act because of the 
large numbers who after the war began to live in caravans although 
such housing was not intended for them. A proposal was made to 
divide the caravan-dweller population into a sedentary and a non- 
sedentary part. The first category included the homeless who de- 
served as quickly as possible to be provided with housing. For the 
non-sedentary, itinerant caravan-dwellers, there was a wish to stream- 
line existing laws, but also to apply laws more resolutely. Road- 
builders were not covered by the legislation, nor were showmen 
mentioned in the proposal. The support of indigent caravan-dwellers 
would in the future be left up to the state, for experience had taught 
that municipalities usually proved undependable. The Ministry of 
Justice, however, took a strong stand against the concentration of 
caravan-dwellers (a ‘smudge on our culture’) since it was contra- 
dictory to the fundamental principle of the Caravan Act which, to 
be sure, had been drafted to apply to an itinerant population group. 
Meanwhile outspoken ideas had also been developed concerning 
the moral upbringing of caravan-dwellers. And it was this very subject 
which would cause feelings to run so high in the 1950s. 

Attention to the themes of social care and the raising of chil- 
dren was central to the approach of the Roman Catholic Vereniging 
van Woonwagen Liefdewerken (Society of Caravan Charities) founded 
in the Netherlands in 1946.!° Before the war this was also the ter- 
rain of charity committees and church organizations, especially those 
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of Roman Catholic signature. The new society, however, found it 
time to change course and called upon the government in 1948 to 
shoulder its responsibilities.!’ They offered to work closely with the 
ministries, in exchange, to be sure, for subsidies.!? The Ministry of 
Justice felt the proposal should be taken seriously. The first step 
in a new direction was taken. 

A direct consequence of the Society’s report was that a subcom- 
mittee of the State Commission for Replacement of the Poor Law 
turned its attention in 1948 to the future of the caravan-dwelling 
population.” The most important recommendations in its report 
which came out in 1952 were a ban on aimless travelling, the con- 
centration of caravan-dwellers in regional camps with adequate 
supervision, better physical facilities and proper schooling for young 
people. The suggested draft legislation floundered, however, be- 
cause the government opposed, primarily, the travel prohibition. It 
did nonetheless agree that the idea of regional camps should be 
worked out in more detail.” In anticipation of a new Caravan Act, 
in the mid-1950s a number of changes were made in the law. Thus 
from 1956 on the education of caravan-dwellers’ children became 
the concern of Buitengewoon Lager Onderwijs (BLO - Exceptional 
Primary Education) and a year later permission was granted to open 
the first large regional camps. In these years the government also 
began to become more actively involved in the welfare of caravan- 
dwellers. A real shift took place in caravan policy from emphasis 
on public order to social welfare. In 1957 this was accomplished by 
a transfer of responsibility in this policy area from the Ministry of 
Justice to the Ministry of Social Welfare. 

In addition to calls to concentrate caravan-dwellers in regional 
camps, discussion during the 1950s was dominated by the ideas, 
fashionable at the time, of re-education and adaptation. In the end 
this combination culminated in far-reaching changes of policy towards 
caravan-dwellers. First and foremost was the idea that their adap- 
tation to sedentary society should be stimulated so that the time 
would come when they would achieve full participation. This view 
was strongly coloured by the premises of the struggle waged against 
antisocial behaviour in those years. In government policy with re- 
spect to families considered social misfits, to adopt the vocabulary 
of the period, segregation, concentration in their own neighbour- 
hoods and re-education were considered suitable means.” 

In 1968 the long-awaited new Caravan Act came into effect which 
was intended to promote caravan-dwellers’ adaptation to sedentary 
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society. By design it called for fifty regional camps each with stands 
for fifty to eighty caravans and all furnished with special facilities 
including their own schools, doctors and social workers. The con- 
troversial ban on travelling was smuggled into the law in disguised 
form. Caravan-dwellers kept their right to move about but they 
were no longer allowed to station their homes anywhere outside a 
regional camp. From then on, moreover, official permission was 
required to change camps. Not only spatial segregation, but also 
the size of the caravan population was regulated by the introduc- 
tion of the principle of descent (afstammingsbeginsel). Retrospec- 
tively considered, the contours of the group were only formalized 
with the adoption of this principle in 1968. So-called burghers no 
longer had the right to live in a caravan unless they married into 
the group. Only the offspring of caravan-dwellers retained the right, 
on the condition that a stand was available. The result was that 
when living in a house proved disagreeable, the road back to the 
caravan camp for those who rued their choice was a hard one. 
The Caravan Act of 1968 aspired to improve the social position 
of caravan-dwellers but it had almost the opposite effect. Accord- 
ingly it furthered the process of minority formation. Caravan-dwellers 
had always kept a certain distance from the rest of the Dutch popu- 
lation, but this segregation was now reinforced, both spatially and 
legally. The most crucial impact of the law, however, was that it 
cut down the possibilities for caravan-dwellers to earn their living. 
The anxiety of such long standing that these ‘drifters’ would prove 
a drain on poor relief funds proved a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the 
1970s and 1980s we see steadily larger numbers of caravan-dwellers 
becoming dependent on welfare payments. This brings us to an 
important point in the discussion of the declining survival options 
for caravan-dwellers in the postwar period. Some blame the govern- 
ment policy, others point to the fading demand for traditional prod- 
ucts and services. In this view of things, caravan-dwellers proved 
unable to adapt to mutations in the labour market. Future research 
on caravan-dwellers and official policy from the 1950s to the 1970s 
will have to determine what factors weighed most heavily. As part 
of such a study special attention should be paid to the government 
measure instituted in 1965 to make collective welfare payments in 
the hope to get more grip on the caravan-dweller population.” In 
any event, due to the law of 1968 caravan-dwellers were actually 
set apart. This raises the question of how they themselves have 
reacted to the policy of exclusion during the last 120 years and to 
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what degree, and when, they began to present themselves as being 
different. 


CARAVAN-DWELLERS AS AN ETHNOCULTURAL 
GROUP 


Study of the process of minority formation of Dutch caravan-dwellers 
has shown that position attribution was decisive and preceded po- 
sition acquisition. What are the implications of this conclusion for 
the ethnic-cultural position of the group? It is not unlikely that to 
a certain extent caravan-dwellers were already conscious of them- 
selves as a distinct group before the Second World War. With the 
passage of time, indeed, they had been relegated to a spatial position 
of their own in combination with an ever-increasing distance from 
others. Municipalities shunted them off to isolated camping grounds 
and in addition they had to contend continuously with a negative 
image of themselves propagated by the government. In the eyes of 
many house-dwellers, moreover, given caravan-dwellers’ deviant form 
of residence and way of life, they would have appeared as aliens. 

Expressions of ethnocultural self-projection, however, were un- 
known previous to the Second World War. It may have been inci- 
dentally true that caravan-dwellers united to protest against abuses 
in certain camps, but then invariably only small numbers were in- 
volved. What’s more, in the process they never referred to the norms 
and values of their own group, but only pointed out the negligence 
of the culpable municipality. One subcategory of caravan-dwellers 
constituted an exception to this pattern: the showmen. In the course 
of the first half of the twentieth century they started to portray 
themselves as different from other caravan-dwellers with the goal 
of safeguarding their own social position. This also had consequences 
for the general process of group formation. 

At the outset of this century caravan-dwellers in general and 
showmen in particular certainly did not live in separate worlds. In 
part they had the same occupations and usually stayed at the same 
caravan camping grounds. When after 1910 preparations were made 
to regulate living in caravans by law, showmen realized that to protect 
their own interests they needed to project an image that would 
distinguish them from the rest. Therefore in 1899, they created 
Ons Belang (Our Interest), the first society in the Netherlands for 
travellers connected with fairs. To be convincing in their public 
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relations they had to distance themselves from other caravan-dwelling 
subgroups. Up to this time there were unmistakable ties among 
them all, both through the work they performed and through family 
relations. In the 1920s, however, the first signs became visible of a 
division which in the following years was to grow steadily deeper. 

Comparison with international literature teaches us that a simi- 
lar development occurred in England and, probably, also in Ger- 
many.” To combat pending legislation regarding caravans, in England 
in 1889 the Showmen’s Guild was founded.” The points of depar- 
ture for the proposed law (the Movable Dwellings Bill) were more 
or less parallel with those underpinning the Dutch Caravan Act of 
1918. Essentially at stake were the registration of caravans, pre- 
scriptions for facilities and hygiene, and obligatory schooling for 
children.” Resistance in English caravan circles concentrated in 
particular on how the authorities were going to see to it that the 
law was lived up to: civil servants were to be given the right to 
enter and inspect any caravan between six in the morning and nine 
at night in total violation of the individual rights enjoyed by Brit- 
ish subjects.” The Showmen’s Guild, however, wasn’t out to block 
passage of the law, but rather to protect the interests of its member- 
ship. For this purpose they considered it necessary to draw a dis- 
tinction between the showmen class for whom it considered the 
legislation superfluous, and the Gypsy class.” The various bills failed 
to carry the vote. From that time on the Showmen’s Guild had 
assured itself a privileged position. Their objective was to distance 
themselves from the Gypsy stigma by denying a common origin. 
To do so they targeted Gypsies as a scapegoat.” 

In the Netherlands a similar reaction can be observed. To avoid 
stigmatization Dutch showmen began to emphasize that they were 
different. That they succeeded in their design can be deduced from 
the privileges which they succeeded in acquiring in the course of 
time. To the extent that showmen still live in caravans, these are 
stationed on private plots and not in an official caravan camp. Many 
— though not all - showmen even avoid contact with other caravan- 
dwellers.” A good number can still be found who do not disown 
their common past. From their stories we know that before the 
Second World War various categories of caravan-dwellers inter- 
mingled far more than they do today.” 

When travelling showmen tell how their (grand-) parents made 
a living, street performers pop up in their accounts with regularity, 
as do merchants and people who went from fair to fair with some 
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small attraction.’ Through the winter fairs were quiet and show- 
men had to support themselves selling umbrellas or Christmas and 
New Year cards, repairing chair bottoms and doing other jobs which 
kept caravan-dwellers afloat.” Nevertheless a time came when show- 
men and other caravan-dwellers parted ways, although the process 
of their alienation from each other is not easy to reconstruct. Show- 
men did not form the only category that managed to avoid stigma- 
tization. For road-workers it was altogether unnecessary to distinguish 
themselves in such a way from the group as a whole, for they were 
usually not considered to be the same as caravan-dwellers. This 
probably had to do with the fact that they did not live in caravan 
camps; their mobile homes were stationed close to their work sites 
which were usually outside the built-up centres of municipalities. 
(Factory) workers as a rule were housed only temporarily in a caravan 
so that for them as well there was no compulsion to distance them- 
selves from caravan-dwellers. 

With regard to the ethnic indentity of caravan-dwellers, it ap- 
pears highly likely that this was above all a response prompted by 
Dutch government policy in the 1950s and 1960s.*° To prove this 
argument we will sketch some of the dominant images they now- 
adays have of themselves in relation to Dutch society. They blame, 
for example, the government for their social isolation, the restric- 
tion of their freedom to travel and the fact that they are not longer 
able to be self-supporting. They see the government as chief offender 
in their development into an autochthonous minority, always 
bracketed together with Turks, Moroccans and other foreigners with 
a law socio-economic status. In nearly every conversation with re- 
searchers they put forward the grudge they bear towards The Hague 
(the city where the government resides), specially the elderly among 
them, who still remember the time when they used to travel in 
order to sell their goods and services. They are aware of the fact 
that the freedom to travel has been taken away from them step by 
step. In their opinion, the aim of government policy has always 
been adjustment to sedentary society and in the end transforma- 
tion into an average citizen. The aversion to governmental inter- 
ference is so profound that caravan-dwellers regularly make a 
comparison between the policy of the Dutch government and that 
of the German occupier in the Second World War. They also make 
a clear distinction between the time before and the time after the 
occupation. In their opinion, the postwar policy boils down to a 
continuation of German actions during the war. 


The Making of a Minority 131 


Another often-heard saying is: “They put us away in the jungle.’ 
The isolated location of the camps, the high concentration of many 
different families who did not always get along very well and the 
diminishing contact with burghers caused an increasing stigmatiza- 
tion of the group: ‘When you live in such a large camp in the jungle 
and someone commits a crime, they blame us all. Everywhere in 
society there are bad guys and good guys. Caravan-dwellers are no 
exception to that rule, but that doesn’t mean that we all are crimi- 
nals.’ The fact that they could not travel around any more was a 
great blow. The Caravan Act of 1968 stipulated that it was no longer 
permissible for a caravan to be sited outside a regional camp. If 
people wanted to move to another camp, they had to announce 
their arrival and wait for approval before they could leave. In the 
view of caravan-dwellers, in particular, this measure caused a break 
with their past and frustrated their way of life. The feeling that 
they had become prisoners increased. If there were conflicts in the 
camps, they could do nothing else but stay. There was no longer a 
way out. 

Elderly caravan-dwellers often refer to the good old days when 
they could earn a living by travelling and selling their goods. They 
admit that life was not always easy and they know what it is to be 
poor, but at least they had the freedom to live and work wherever 
they wanted. Freedom and independence are two concepts which 
are inextricably bound to living in a caravan. It explains the lack of 
enthusiasm for wage labour. Working for a boss and between four 
walls is considered inhuman by most caravan-dwellers. After the 
Second World War it became more difficult to continue their trades. 
As a result of increasing prosperity, used utensils were easily re- 
placed by new ones and no longer needed to be repaired. At the 
same time consumers became more critical. Products had to com- 
ply with strict requirements and for their purchases they went to 
shops which carried a broad selection and were able to guarantee 
quality. It also became harder to find seasonal work. Caravan-dwellers 
say they see no problem in changing circumstances. In the past 
they have always been flexible and have become used to adjusting 
to circumstances over and over again. For instance, they became 
involved in the trade in second-hand cars and waste products. But 
in that business as well it is very hard to earn a living these days. 

A final noteworthy image concerns the skill and good judgement 
of human character. Caravan-dwellers think that in this respect they 
distinguish themselves favourably from burghers, and they ascribe 
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these qualities to their experience of surviving in many different 
situations. The function of these images is in the first place an 
ideological one, namely to stress the identity of their own group. 
The fact that they do not mention any other differences between 
themselves and burghers has to be ascribed to the short history of 
the group as a separate minority and the similar cultural back- 
ground between them and the rest of Dutch society. Nevertheless, 
as a minority in their own country, they feel more entitled than 
ethnic minorities to a special status. Through such reactions the 
idea is strengthened of belonging to a distinct group, one which 
needs to defend itself against others. The culmination of this de- 
velopment, as mentioned, was the new Caravan Act of 1968. With 
its enactment the population group of caravan-dwellers was sealed 
off from ‘outsiders’ — except for entry by marriage. In combination 
with a century of negative stereotyping and stigmatizing policy 
minority formation has turned out to be the inevitable outcome. 


Part III 
Socio-economic Functioning 


8 A Blind Spot: Migratory 
and ‘Travelling Groups in 
Western European 
Historiography’ 


Leo Lucassen 


INTRODUCTION 


During the last few decades the negative image of travelling groups 
among professional historians has only changed slowly. It is not 
strange to see that in more general overviews of the socio-economic 
history of Europe this image is repeated time and again. A good 
example is the recent book by Henri Kamen on Western Euro- 
pean history in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in which 
‘poverty’, ‘beggary’, ‘vagrancy’, ‘seasonal migration’ and ‘criminality’ 
are lumped together point blank.” More or less the same mixture 
can be found in Wehler’s overview of German social history. Travel- 
ling people are depicted as aimless wanderers, whose criminal be- 
haviour forced authorities to adopt cruel repression.’ 

In this chapter we will try to explain how this interpretation came 
into being and to what extent it is tenable. Because of the fact that 
ambulatory professions and travelling groups are mostly indirectly 
studied in the context of vagrancy, poverty, criminality, marginality, 
and linguistic peculiarities (secret languages), the criteria for the 
selection of studies have to be broad. To provide an answer to the 
two questions stated above, we will first give a brief sketch of 
the historiography, where emphasis is laid on the underlying as- 
sumptions and sources used. In order to structure the huge amount 
of studies the literature has been subdivided into three perspec- 
tives: criminality, marginality and poverty. The criterion for this 
subdivision is their main focus, mostly reflected in the sources used. 
The subdivision was not always easy, because in most works all 
three, or at least two, aspects are dealt with. When this happened, 
then the most important issue was decisive. For practical reasons 
we have restricted ourselves mainly to studies on France, Belgium, 
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Great Britain, Germany and the Netherlands in the period 1500- 
1950, many of them focusing on the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. In the third section of this chapter a new perspective is 
presented, having a greater explanatory power than the ones used 
in most studies. 

We would like to clarify the nature of our (critical) comments. 
As most of the studies to be reviewed only deal partly, or even 
marginally, with the main theme of this chapter, we will restrict 
our analysis to these passages. The reader should therefore bear in 
mind that criticism of certain authors only applies to their state- 
ments on migratory and travelling groups, and not necessarily to 
their entire work or line of thought. 

A final remark about the terms used: in this chapter a distinc- 
tion is made between migratory and travelling groups.* The first in- 
cludes all people whose occupations make it necessary to travel. 
Travelling groups, on the other hand, relate to people practising 
ambulatory professions and who travel in family groups. The latter 
form therefore only a (small) part of a much wider category. 


TRAVELLING GROUPS IN THE EYES OF THE 
AUTHORITIES: FROM THE TOP DOWN 


The criminological interpretation 


In past centuries the lower strata of society have been studied pri- 
marily as a criminal group, resulting in a pathological image of 
crime among les classes dangereuses. This biased approach has been 
criticized at length,’ but the pathological and partially racist explana- 
tion has remained tenacious, especially in Germany. Here the 
influential works of Arnold on travelling groups (such as Gypsies) 
set the tone till the middle of the 1970s.° His view differed only 
slightly from scientists such as Ritter who had laid the theoretical 
foundation of the racially inspired’ policy of extermination of ‘Gypsies’ 
and ‘antisocials’ by the Nazis.’ 

Arnold is quite unambiguous about the character of travelling 
groups. In his book on Vaganten from 1958 he defines his subject 
explicitly as an ‘antisocial problem’. Travellers are regarded as a 
‘disease of the national community’ whose behaviour is to be ex- 
plained mainly in biological terms. In his more recent book (1983) 
on all sorts of travellers (pedlars, showmen, tinkers, circus people, 
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etc.) in Germany and other European countries — a mixture of 
contemporary observations and historical and genealogical research 
— his main thesis is that travelling is caused by hereditary traits, 
i.e. by a certain mixture of the lower sedentary German classes 
with Gypsies who are believed to be of ‘foreign blood’. Thus a 
contrast is created between the sedentary and the nomadic popu- 
lation, the latter being partly of Gypsy descent. The consequences 
of this mixture are far-reaching, according to Arnold. Travellers 
are unproductive, primitive and criminal. Just as nomadic hunters 
and gatherers they only ‘find’ things and produce nothing, thus 
remaining on the lowest level of human civilization.’ 

According to the influential Arnold this is not only the case in 
Germany, but with all ‘vagrant groups’ in Europe. In a short over- 
view he rejects socio-economic explanations for travelling and tries 
to prove that travellers are all partly of Gypsy descent.!’ The exist- 
ence of pedlar communities in Germany is not due to the poor soil 
and lack of employment. Explicitly, he states that ‘the composition 
of the blood is decisive’."! 

The first serious attack on Arnold’s biological and racist inter- 
pretation was made in 1976 by the social historian Küther.'? In his 
favourably received book on bandits in pre-industrial Southern 
Germany, in which he uses Hobsbawm’s ideas on the function of 
social bandits, he rejects Arnold’s position by stressing socio-economic 
changes were responsible for the formation of vagrant groups. The 
problem with his study, however, and this holds true also for his 
book on ‘vagrants’ that appeared seven years later,’ is the very 
general statements on migratory and travelling groups (which in- 
clude all kinds of people with ambulant occupations, such as knife- 
grinders, tinkers, showmen, pedlars, etc.), whereas his sources are 
mainly on bandits. His explanation for the pariah position of va- 
grants may be different in principle from that of Arnold, but the 
image is more or less the same: he assumes without further ado 
that they formed a closed social group that was despised by the 
rest of sedentary society. His division of pre-industrial Germany 
into productive (farmers and craftsmen) and unproductive (vagrants) 
members is not only simplistic, but, as we shall see, also highly 
questionable. In the wake of German criminologists a picture is 
given of vagrants doing nothing but robbing, stealing, intimidating 
and begging. Even in his definition Küther follows without com- 
ment the highly negative image of earlier criminologists.'* This 
mixture of critical and traditional attitudes is also evident in his 
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treatment of Arnold’s idea that criminal behaviour was an indi- 
vidual predisposition. He rejects this pathological approach, but 
does not exclude the possibility that genetic traits can explain the 
parasitic way of life of the ‘racially pure Gypsies’. 

Although in Küther’s research traces of the traditional crimino- 
logical approach can be found, his work marks a break with the 
past and must be considered as an important step forward in Ger- 
man historiography. The same can be said of several other studies 
on ‘bandits’ and ‘vagrants’ in pre-industrial Germany that have ap- 
peared in the past decade IP A good example is the work of Schubert 
on Arme Leute.” He also mainly used criminal records, leading 
him to conclude that migratory groups in general were criminal 
and poor. His main argument is that in the list of wanted persons 
so many ambulant professions were mentioned. Notwithstanding 
this bias, however, Schubert definitely has an eye for criminalizing 
processes.!? He shows how distrustful central authorities were, trying 
therefore to forbid and criminalize ambulant professions. The people 
involved were regarded to be of a low moral standard and the pro- 
fessions as a cloak for begging ‘and criminal behaviour’. Schubert 
shows that in practice many local authorities were tolerant because 
they knew that this image did not completely hold true. In his sec- 
tion on migratory groups he therefore gives a nuanced sketch of 
all kinds of ambulant professions, stressing that many of these were 
functional, especially in the countryside.” 

During the last decade approaches such as that chosen by Schubert 
have been followed by others, leading to a less stereotypical image 
of migratory groups. Finzsch, for example, points out that it is wrong 
to assume that all the people concerned were poor and deviant, 
and that it has to be realized that the lower classes only appeared 
in the sources when they were seen as a problem.” 

A second important field of research within the criminality inter- 
pretation is the Tudor period in England. The reason for this interest 
is the well-known repressive policy of the authorities against what 
they saw as the threat to orderly society posed by vagrants. From 
the nineteenth century onwards this resulted in a number of studies 
that have become known as the ‘rogue literature’.”! The main argu- 
ment here is that vagrants formed large bands of workshy and idle 
rogues and were organized in a separate criminal anti-society. This 
picture is due to a particularly uncritical approach of the sources 
which breathe an outright hostility towards vagrants. 

An important turn in the historical interpretation of these ‘rogues’, 
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comparable with the reorientation of Schubert, was caused by the 
publications of Beier and Slack,” which have convincingly debunked 
the idea of an anti-society. Just what kind of people are behind 
the label ‘vagrant’ remains in both studies for the most part in the 
dark. Due to the selectivity of the sources used — only those who 
have been arrested are known - it remains unclear to what extent 
they were representative of the entire group of migratory people. 
Conclusions are only valid for ‘vagrants under arrest’, not for ‘va- 
grants in general’. This selectivity has another disadvantage, namely 
that it is assumed too easily that people labelled as vagrants were 
poor and that travelling was at the bottom end of society. This 
may be so, but the evidence put forward by Beier and Slack does 
not support such general conclusions. The result is that contempo- 
rary characterizations of the professions of ‘vagrants’ are easily 
reproduced. 

To conclude: as we have seen, the criminality perspective has 
been very strong in Germany, although not only there. This ap- 
proach is valuable for our knowledge on travelling groups, certainly 
as far as the attitude of the authorities is concerned. In particular 
the more recent studies by Beier, Schubert and Finzsch have showed 
how far-reaching the criminalization of migratory groups and their 
travelling existence could be. On the other hand, however, the sur- 
vey makes clear how difficult it is to break loose of the traditional 
negative interpretations of the socio-economic functions of travel- 
ling groups. The racist interpretation of Arnold may not attract 
many followers any more, but his picture of the workshy and criminal 
traveller is still very much alive and kicking. 


The marginality interpretation 


The second important point of departure in studies on travelling 
groups is marginality. Instead of economic status, the social posi- 
tion is highlighted. The ‘founding father’ of this perspective is the 
well-known Polish historian Bronislaw Geremek. His attention to 
the stigmatizing policy of the authorities is an important addition 
to the criminological perspective, but at the same time relics of 
the traditional criminality perspective can be found, leading to an 
ambiguous and inconsistent explanation. Thus he also considers 
marginalization as an inevitable outcome of the objective growth 
of the vagrancy problem and the existence of an ‘anti-society’ in 
which crime, beggary and theft are the core values. This is based 
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on the unproven assumption that marginal people placed them- 
selves outside the social order, retreating into their own ‘society’. 
Nevertheless Geremek’s stress on the stigmatizing role of church 
and state meant an important step forward in the historiography. 

Another important representative of the marginality approach is 
the Swiss historian Graus who wrote a fundamental article on 
marginal groups in the late Middle Ages, thereby focusing on the 
attitude of the dominant society and the reaction of the stigma- 
tized groups.” Although in the case of Jews and Gypsies Graus is 
not free from primordial assumptions,” he justly criticizes the in- 
clination of many historians to make use of all kinds of stigmatiz- 
ing terms, such as vagrants, paupers, beggars, dishonest people, 
etc., and the use of a linear model of society, placing these categories 
at the bottom. To break loose from this way of thinking he pro- 
poses the term ‘marginals’ (Randgruppen), to be defined as people 
who have been labelled as being on the edge of society. With this 
fresh approach, in which all kinds of ‘marginal’ groups are from 
the start not regarded as down-and-outs, Graus creates the possi- 
bility of escaping the linear scheme. 

To summarize, we can say that the contribution of the second 
interpretation is that migratory groups, now defined as marginal, 
have been dissociated, at least in principal, from criminality and 
poverty. Not all marginal groups are poor and criminal, they are 
only different. The primordial idea that lies underneath, however, 
can be problematic. Other important contributions are more or less 
the same as the new direction in the criminality approach: system- 
atic analysis of the authorities’ attitude and not taking for granted 
contemporary opinions and categorizations. Because of the amount 
of attention paid to the (changing) attitudes, the socio-economic 
function of migratory groups is only treated in a superficial way. 


The poverty interpretation 


In the search for the socio-economic functions of migratory people, 
books on poverty offer a useful starting point. Most of these, how- 
ever, do not deal with travelling groups and are not very useful for 
the argument in this chapter. We therefore selected only studies 
that go deeper into their history, to start with the influential work 
on The Poor of Eighteenth-century France by Olwen Hufton. In this 
study ambulatory professions, seasonal labour and migration are 
considered as signs of social decline. Seasonal migrants barely dis- 
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tinguished themselves from down-and-outs. They are pictured as 
poor and unskilled wretches who, when they were lucky, earned 
some money in the high season. The socio-economic position of 
people with ambulatory professions is described in an even more 
negative way. More critical of their contemporary sources are the 
studies of Gutton and of Schwartz on poverty in the ancien régime.» 
In his search for the vagabonds Gutton used the archives of the 
marechaussée and the poor houses and ends up more or less with 
the same conclusions as Hufton a few years later. People who started 
wandering, especially pedlars, had a great chance of ending up as 
vagabonds. In many places in his work Gutton puts these general 
remarks into perspective. To start with, he shows that the authorities 
made an exception for seasonal workers because they were indis- 
pensable for the farmers, especially during harvest time.” For the 
marechaussée, whose main function was to repress beggary and 
vagrancy, the difference between a seasonal worker and a vagrant 
was often unclear, however. A good example are the so-called scieurs 
de long, men specializing in sawing planks out of trees using huge 
sawhorses. Although they earned enough money and worked regu- 
larly, they were arrested on many occasions, because they used to 
beg for food travelling to and from their work in order to maxi- 
mize their income.” A second illustrative example are the pedlars 
who were also often arrested on suspicion of vagrancy. In many 
cases they could prove that they earned enough money to make a 
living and, just as the scieurs, they were soon released. Although 
Gutton holds the view that most ambulatory travellers were poor 
and close to vagrancy, his analysis of the marechaussée archives 
leads him to the conclusion that ‘real vagrants’, people without 
any occupation, formed a small minority.” 

An important contribution to the study on poverty has been made 
by the neo-Marxist studies of the Belgian historians Lis and Soly. 
Building on the work of Hufton and Gutton among others they 
offer a broad overview of the history of poverty and poor relief in 
Western Europe from the Middle Ages onwards. The innovative 
aspect of their approach is mainly that they reject the vision of 
Abel and Le Roy Ladurie that poverty in the ancien régime was 
more or less a natural and therefore inevitable situation.” They 
give a class analysis of the socio-economic developments in Europe, 
explaining the attitudes of the governing classes as a means to control 
the labour force in order to keep wages down and labour avail- 
able. The main idea is that the growth of capitalism has increased 
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poverty by the proletarianization of the mass of the population. 

The interesting part of their book for our theme is their analysis 
of the increasing criminalization of begging and wandering from 
the fifteenth century onwards. They show that poverty is no longer 
deemed normal and is now equated with vagrancy and criminality. 
At the same time an elaborate stereotyping of the alleged criminal 
anti-society came about. The ‘social problem’ was associated with 
idleness, criminality, etc., to be solved by the creation of work- 
houses. In order to regulate the labour-market the cities created a 
system of poor relief. In this climate the idea of vagrants could 
easily become the symbolic apogee of antisocial behaviour and it 
was extended to everybody who refused to work for a (low) wage. 
The aim was not so much to catch the real criminals, but to stig- 
matize the wandering poor as disorderly and antisocial. The church 
did the same and the middle groups soon took over the hostile 
attitude. Especially from the seventeenth century on, the alleged 
resistance of the poor against wage-labour was regarded as struc- 
tural. Marginal groups were thought to be extra dangerous because 
they could persuade others to go astray. 

A weak point is that it is too easily assumed that proletarianization 
can be equated with impoverishment, at least where the pre-industrial 
period is concerned, and that migration has to be regarded in the 
first place as a phenomenon of poverty.” The possibility that travel- 
ling was sometimes a positive choice, for example to escape pov- 
erty, is not considered. Migratory groups, who strictly speaking need 
not be proletarians,*! are thus reduced to victims of capitalism and 
state formation, and this explains why Lis and Soly refrain from a 
thorough analysis of their economic functionality. This does not 
mean that their thesis is not useful; the contrary is true. The stig- 
matization of migratory groups, regarded primarily as people who 
resist wage-labour, explains the hardening policy towards them. Very 
important, and in need of elaboration, is the observation by several 
historians that all kinds of alternative strategies have to be regarded 
as rational economic behaviour and not as signs of a carpe diem 
mentality.” 
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THE ECONOMIC FUNCTION OF TRAVELLING GROUPS: 
FROM THE BOTTOM UP 


The labour migration approach 


Recent theoretical developments within all three approaches dealt 
with so far have in common an important progress in our knowl- 
edge of the attitude of the authorities towards migratory groups. 
A highly critical study of the sources in the past few decades has 
focused attention on the stigmatizing and criminalizing policy of 
many state institutions. As we have seen, however, this did not 
change fundamentally the general image of the socio-economic place 
of migratory groups in society. The reason for this is that the socio- 
economic history of these groups is in general not the main object 
of study. Most authors have other preoccupations, such as crime 
and poverty. This makes it understandable why the sources used 
may be suited for their research, but are highly selective and therefore 
produce a biased analysis in the case of migratory groups. 

In order to produce a more balanced analysis we therefore have 
to use the new insights of the three approaches and combine these 
with a study of the socio-economic history of ambulant professions. 
This implies more attention to the importance of labour and mo- 
bility. To what results such an interpretation can lead is illustrated 
by several studies of the group around the French historian Goubert, 
who has pleaded for the use of quantitative and serial sources. The 
results of his research on vagrancy in eighteenth-century France 
(in the departments Brie and Bicétre) are much more balanced 
than the studies mentioned in the poverty approach. They show 
that most of the people arrested by the marechaussee did have genuine 
professions and the increase in the number of ‘vagrants’ in the 
first place has to be explained by the fact that the marechaussee 
was offered higher bounties. Criminality and begging only played a 
minor role. The majority of the people arrested as vagrants were 
labourers, not beggars, vagrants, thieves or bandits.? 

The idea that labour mobility — especially seasonal labour - is 
not only a functional but also an essential element within the labour 
market and therefore necessary for economic development has been 
elaborated further and more thoroughly in the study by Jan Lucassen 
on migrant labour in Europe between 1600 and 1900.* In this mainly 
(socio-)economic analysis of migrant and seasonal labour the em- 
phasis is laid not on marginality, poverty or criminality, but on the 
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labour factor. Compared with the works mentioned in the first part 
of this chapter, the interpretation of ambulatory professions (which 
make up only a minor part of this study) is here radically different. 
By concentrating on their actual function the author makes clear 
that they cannot in general be seen as a cloak for begging or just 
as marginal. In spite of the often bad reputation of tinkers, knife- 
grinders, hawkers and pedlars, their work was important for the 
distribution of goods and services and many could make a reason- 
able living out of it. Hawkers and pedlars in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, for example, specialized in areas with a weak 
infrastructure and economically backward conditions. They were 
well organized, had considerable financial reserves and made agree- 
ments on the coverage of certain territories. Although their home 
base was situated in areas with few economic possibilities, it would 
be wrong to consider them as poor. During their lifetime, many 
accumulated a modest capital with which they bought a farm or a 
small working place.” 

The study on migrant labour not only shows that the existence 
of migratory and travelling groups was primarily economically based, 
but also that migration in general was a widespread phenomenon. 
This fits very well with recent studies that emphasize the structural 
character of migration in the pre-industrial world.” Applied to people 
working in the retailing and amusement sector this migrant labour 
approach proves to be promising, as is shown by a few monographs 
on certain ambulatory professions in the nineteenth century.” A 
good example is the study by Demetz on the hawkers from the 
Austrian Grödenthal.” She shows that the negative image of the 
hawking business (Hausierhandel) cannot be maintained. The ac- 
cusations that these hawkers were workshy and only sold products 
of inferior quality and thereby deceived the simple country folk 
were mainly uttered by sedentary shopkeepers who were afraid of 
competition. Demetz argues that these allegations were generally 
false. Many of these hawkers also operated in larger places, where 
people could compare the quality with that offered by the shops. 
Moreover, in the smaller villages they returned regularly enough 
so that they could not afford to cheat the villagers. 

The more positive interpretation of Demetz and others is sup- 
ported by the results of a research into the hawking business initi- 
ated by the German Verein fiir Sozialpolitik (Society for Social 
Policy) in 1895. The overall image arising from the enquiry was 
that of a hard-working, resourceful and economically functional group 
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that not only operated in the traditional countryside, but increas- 
ingly in the ever-growing working-class neighbourhoods of the cities.” 
It appeared that many workers preferred to buy from these pedlars 
instead of going to the more expensive and snobbish stores. Most 
contributions to this enquiry stress the good and regular contacts 
between pedlars and customers and reject implicitly the idea that 
the sedentary population is mostly the victim of deceitful pedlars. 

The conclusions of these monographs are supported by the re- 
sults of several smaller contributions to the socio-economic history 
of hawkers in the nineteenth century.*! Although opinions on the 
chances for upward social mobility greatly differ, a communis opinio 
exists on the indispensable function of pedlars. Moreover, these 
studies show that the negative attitude towards ambulant profes- 
sions was more differentiated than is often suggested. Notwithstanding 
the authorities’ distrust of pedlars (especially from abroad) in France, 
Belgium and Great Britain, they recognized their economic func- 
tionality and therefore refused to give in to pressure from shop- 
keepers to restrict the competition of hawkers. In France the policy 
of many local authorities to restrict ambulant peddling required 
the Minister of the Interior in 1816 to instruct the prefects that 
the law of October 1798 (guaranteeing freedom of trade) had to 
be enforced.* Restrictive regulations were only issued towards aliens 
and in some cases towards indigenous groups such as Jews and 
Gypsies. General instructions were rare and were seldom enforced. 

The studies mentioned so far mainly deal with single men or 
women who normally did not travel with families. Although they 
give reason to assume that the negative ideas on itinerant groups 
are highly questionable, they still do not teach us very much about 
travelling groups (people practising ambulatory professions and who 
travel in family groups). For this we have to turn to the recent 
historical research on groups labelled as ‘Gypsies’. The results of 
these studies can be regarded as the ultimate test, as all the works 
that mention Gypsies depict them as the workshy and vagrant group 
par excellence.“ Historical research on Gypsy groups from a labour 
migration angle is not easy to find. In the past decade most authors 
in this field have begun to attack the criminological and racist inter- 
pretation for the marginal position of Gypsies, especially in Ger- 
many, but this analysis is restricted to the attitude of the authorities. 
Exceptions to this rule are the studies of the historians Fricke on 
Württemberg,* Mayall on the Gypsy-travellers in Great Britain in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries* and Lucassen’s dissertation 
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on the history of Gypsies in the Netherlands during the same period. 
These studies show that when the activities of people labelled as 
Gypsies are set in labour migration perspective, the highly negative 
image is refuted to a great extent. 

These conclusions agree with the recent anthropological research 
on ‘peripatetics’ or ‘service nomads’, since that also focuses on their 
economic function within society.” Most students no longer depict 
them as rare and exotic beings or as parasites, but stress their or- 
ganizational flexibility and willingness to move and to switch occu- 
pations, which enabled them to fill gaps in the host economy. 


ALTERNATIVE SOURCES 


In the preceding section we have made clear that for a more bal- 
anced approach to migratory groups three conditions have to be 
fulfilled: (a) they must be treated as a normal part of the general 
labour migration; (b) research should be aimed at a detailed analysis 
of their economic functions; and (c) a different and more diverse 
use of historical sources should be applied. As the first two condi- 
tions have already been discussed at length, we will here dwell on 
the third condition. In the following, four categories of sources are 
proposed: 


General economic and statistical sources 


If we consider the possibility that not all migratory and travelling 
groups were poor and criminal, and that most performed useful 
functions in society, than they must have left traces in government 
records concerning the regulation of ambulant professions. The 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have produced a wealth of such 
sources. As a result of state formation and national economic poli- 
cies from the Napoleonic time onwards, all kinds of permits, pat- 
ent registers and taxes were introduced for people with ambulant 
professions; in many cases these records have withstood the ravages 
of time. To reconstruct the economic history of the Grödner ped- 
lars, for example, Demetz used lists of permits containing all sorts 
of social (name, place of birth, age, etc.) and economic (income, 
destinations) information. A similar German source in this respect 
was the travel permit for ambulant professions introduced in 1869 
in order, among other reasons, to guarantee that the holder did 
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not use his or her profession as a cloak for begging. The fact, for 
example, that local authorities in many cases kept providing ‘Gyp- 
sies’ with these permits, notwithstanding continued instructions from 
central authorities not to, can be an important indication that Gypsies 
could not be differentiated from other travellers and therefore were 
not as parasitic as is generally assumed. A more specialized source 
for travelling groups, producing more or less the same information 
as the records used by Demetz and others, are records of caravan 
permits, which exist in the Netherlands from 1918 onwards.* 

Apart from these records in some countries (government) en- 
quiries into ambulant professions are available. The most elabo- 
rate is the French enquiry of 1811, which formed the main source 
for Jan Lucassen’s study on migrant labour.*? Other important en- 
quiries were undertaken at the end of the nineteenth century in 
Germany, Italy and Belgium as a reaction to complaints by shop- 
keepers and delegates in Parliament on the alleged unfair compe- 
tition of pedlars. The best known is the already mentioned publication 
of the German Society for Social Policy of 1898 on the situation of 
ambulant professions in Germany. 

A last important statistical source for migratory groups operat- 
ing outside their native country is the passport registers for alien 
as well as indigenous travellers, foreigners’ registers and popula- 
tion registers. As a result of state formation these can be found in 
most European countries, as well as in the United States, on sev- 
eral levels (local and national) from about 1815 onwards and in 
some cases also for the ancien régime. Such sources make it possi- 
ble to reconstruct to some extent mobility patterns, occupational 
shifts and methods of operating. 


The traditional ‘repressive’ sources 


The fact that most letters and reports by authorities dealing with 
‘vagabonds’ (especially the police and gendarmerie) are in many 
cases biased does not rule them out as an important source. As we 
already saw in the review of the first three approaches (cf. espe- 
cially the work of Gutton), neutral information can be deduced 
from them. 

On a macro level long series of correspondence between various 
authorities concerning ‘Gypsies’, ‘travellers’ or ‘vagrants’ can be 
established. The advantage of such series is that for a longer period 
cycles can be found in the attitude towards and ideas on the categories 
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concerned. Moreover, a large collection of such documents enables 
us to differentiate between the various branches of the state (Jus- 
tice, Foreign Affairs, Domestic Affairs, Industry) as well as the several 
hierarchical levels (local, provincial, national). Let us illustrate this 
on the basis of the history of Gypsies in the Netherlands. On analysis 
of the long series of correspondence and regulations concerning 
this group during the period 1868-1944 (3,000 documents), the 
general parasitic image does not hold and the attitude of local 
authorities and the population does not appear entirely negative. 
This can be deduced from the fact that despite numerous and re- 
peated exhortations from central authorities to expel Gypsies with- 
out exception, all kinds of permits were issued to them and people 
continued to make use of their services. 

On a micro level documents from the same series show that even 
in the letters of the most rabid anti-Gypsy official in the Nether- 
lands, the Administrator for Border Control and Aliens Service 
(AGVD), neutral information can be found. Thanks to his regis- 
tration passion, for example, it is possible to calculate how many 
horses an average horse-dealer took with him. This helps to deter- 
mine the relative importance of these horse-dealers to the Dutch 
and Belgian horse fairs. A second advantage of this source is found 
in the often very detailed descriptions of Gypsy activity. The nu- 
merous letters of the AGVD on certain groups of Silesian copper- 
smiths contain data on their way of operating, customers, earnings, 
skill, etc.” In Germany and Great Britain no systematic serial re- 
search has been undertaken yet, but the available studies give reason 
to believe that with a similar approach more or less the same con- 
clusions will be reached.*! 

Apart from correspondence between various officials, ‘repressive’ 
sources can contain other valuable information. A good example is 
the police reviews that were published in most German states from 
1800 onwards and in the Netherlands half a century later.” The 
Dutch review, for example, published weekly lists of people who 
had been expelled because they were unwanted aliens. These lists 
not only give their names, but also their places of birth, ages, oc- 
cupations, means of transportation and family members. These make 
it possible to reconstruct the migration and economic specializations 
of the four main Gypsy groups that came to the Netherlands during 
the period 1850-1920,” but these lists can also be used to gather 
information on other migratory groups, such as the Italian street 
musicians or French bear-leaders. 
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It is not only in government sources that a wealth of information 
can be found. Newspapers, specialized reviews, literature, contem- 
porary descriptions and iconographic material” can also be impor- 
tant in reconstructing the socio-economic and cultural history of 
migratory and travelling groups. In most Western European coun- 
tries the migration of Gypsies from Eastern Europe, for example, 
has been reported in a very detailed way in newspapers. Numbers, 
dress, carts, tents, occupations, wealth, destination, attitude of the 
population and authorities: all these subjects have been dealt with 
and these newspaper accounts can help to fill the gaps left by other 
sources. The same holds true for certain colourful itinerant groups 
such as Italian child-musicians, who attracted much attention from 
politicians, civil and police authorities, philanthropic agencies, Italian 
diplomats, newspapers, magazines and contemporary writers in cities 
such as Paris, London and New York. Zucchi has shown that a 
careful and critical analysis of the various sources that were the 
result of this attention can produce a balanced description. Being 
aware of the stereotypical image of the wandering musicians (the 
‘little slaves of the harp’) of his middle-class sources, he is able to 
discount many negative exaggerations and generalizations and re- 
construct the economic reason for their migration.” Less conspicuous 
groups, such as German musicians, remained more in the dark, 
but a creative combination of various sources enables a reconstruction 
of their professions and mobility. 

Specialized (economic) reviews can be crucial for our knowledge 
of the economic functions of travelling groups. If one entertains 
the possibility that certain Gypsy groups played an important role 
in the horse market, for example, one should study reviews such as 
The Horse, The World of Horses or the economic archives of places 
with important horse fairs instead of police reports. These are sources 
which may not seem obvious at first, but which nevertheless do 
contain valuable material. 


Interviews 


A last important source is interviews with travellers. The use of 
interviews by now is widespread among historians, especially in social 
history (history of women, labourers, etc.). In historical studies on 
travelling groups this source is seldom called upon. Anthropologists 
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and sociologists, however, have shown its potential. For the re- 
search of Acton and Okely into the economic life of English travellers 
after the Second World War, the core of their material was gath- 
ered by interviews and participating observation.” 


The critical reader may argue that most examples given above concern 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, whereas the historiographical 
review was mainly restricted to the ancien regime. We cannot, of 
course, reproach other historians for neglecting sources that were 
non-existent for their period. Historians of the ancien regime must 
manage with what they have, and in many cases this means highly 
selective sources. Although their job is definitely more difficult than 
that for students of the past two centuries, they also can escape 
the dominating contemporary anti-migratory opinion. The research 
by Baulant, Goubert and others into French parish records in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has made this clear. Moreover, 
Goubert — and to some extent also Gutton and Schwartz — showed 
that the repressive records of the marechaussée, when analysed as 
a socio-economic source, also lead to different conclusions than 
when only information regarding poverty or criminality is selected. 
Although less abundant than in recent centuries, the ancien régime 
also offers economic and statistical sources. In the study by Lucassen 
on migrant labour in Europe between 1600 and 1800, for example, 
the transport of migrant labourers and the recruitment of sailors 
was reconstructed,” whereas Spufford in her search for the petty 
chapmen in seventeenth-century England combined (qualitative) in- 
formation from wills and inventories with quantitative data from 
the register of licences under the 1696-7 Act, enabling her to give 
a balanced impression of the chapmen’s economic function.”® 


CONCLUSION 


In the introduction of this chapter two questions were posed. To 
begin with, how do we explain the negative image of travelling people 
in European historiography? As we have seen, the answer is partly 
of a methodological and technical nature and therefore relatively 
simple. Most historians are in the first place interested in criminality, 
marginality and poverty where migratory and travelling groups are 
concerned. The consequences for the overall image are far-reaching. 
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Travellers are only treated when they appear within the context of 
these themes: when they are suspected of theft, aimless wandering, 
deviant behaviour or vagrancy. In this light it is tempting and there- 
fore conceivable that on the basis of these selective sources authors 
implicitly or explicitly jump to conclusions on travellers in general. 
The reason for this is perhaps not so much the prejudices in their, 
mostly criminal, records — most historians nowadays are aware of 
this bias — but primarily the omission of other sources. 

The tenacity of the negative image is further strengthened by a 
strong communis opinio on migratory and travelling groups among 
historians. It is notable that it makes no great difference whether 
the ideas are inspired by Marxism or liberalism. In both cases the 
outcome is more or less the same. ‘Leftist’ historians such as Hufton 
and Hobsbawm seem to be strongly influenced by Marx’s idea of 
the lumpenproletariat, which includes everybody without (regular) 
wage labour, i.e. pedlars, showmen and others.” In his famous study 
Bandits Eric Hobsbawm differentiates between social bandits and 
criminals.° The first category presumably is recruited from farm- 
ers, whereas the second comes from the vagrant and nomadic popu- 
lation. This picture may be due to Marx’s characterization of the 
lumpenproletariat as an untrustworthy underclass that — suscepti- 
ble to populism — by their lack of class consciousness could easily 
be used by reactionary forces as their stormtroopers. In the ‘his- 
torical process’ of the proletariat they did not play a role. 

The linear perspective of society, in which travelling is seen as a 
sign of being uprooted and vagrant, is shared by non-Marxists, and 
as a result travelling groups are predominantly studied in the light 
of criminality, deviancy and poverty. It seems as if both ‘left’ and 
‘right’ are so strongly influenced by the nineteenth-century cultural 
offensive of the bourgeoisie against groups such as travellers that 
the negative ideas concerning them are often reproduced in con- 
temporary sources. 

Notwithstanding this communis opinio several studies offering the 
labour mobility approach have made clear that the dominating image 
is not tenable in general. In particular, studies with an economic 
perspective supply quite different conclusions. ‘Gypsies’ are the 
ultimate test in this respect, and they are often presented as the 
parasitic and criminal group par excellence. As we have seen, recent 
historical and anthropological research shows that this image can- 
not be maintained. They were not aimless wanderers, living from 
day to day and earning their money by theft, deceit or begging. 
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Most of them, as did all travellers, tried to make a living by using 
the possibilities and advantages that ambulant professions offered. 
Some were quite successful, others had to be content with a more 
modest income, and there were people who now and then resorted 
to crime — more or less the same picture as can be drawn for a 
group of wage labourers or the population in general. These con- 
clusions agree with the new insights into the field of the history of 
migration, namely that migration (be it internal, seasonal or per- 
manent) has to be considered as a normal drive and motivated by 
an urge for upward social mobility, and therefore not automatically 
a symptom of crisis. 

This conclusion, however, leads to the paradoxical situation that 
although monographs on certain migratory groups draw a fairly 
favourable picture of their economic function, these results do not 
influence the dominant criminality/marginality/poverty paradigm. 
Conversely, historians who undertake this kind of economic research 
do not seem to realize that their results implicitly contradict the 
outcome of many studies mentioned in the first part of this chap- 
ter. Why have the studies based on the labour migration approach 
not fundamentally influenced the interpretation of historians working 
with other perspectives? One might think that this lack of commu- 
nication is caused by the ongoing specialization of the historical 
discipline. However tempting and partially justified this explana- 
tion is, it is not sufficient. The reason for the cohabitation of con- 
tradictory knowledge is more complicated. Reviewing most studies 
one cannot escape the impression that the students involved are 
often aware of the existence of other approaches, but do not real- 
ize that they plough the same field. The contrast between ‘honest’ 
and ‘dishonest’ travellers, as continually propagated by authorities 
from the fifteenth century onwards (comparable with deserving and 
non-deserving poor), is thus maintained. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Many children’s books in Western European countries portray people 
living in caravans and performing those trades associated with fairs 
and circuses, but services provided by knife-grinders and chair- 
bottomers also appear regularly in literature written for children. 
People have been and still are confronted with all kinds of itiner- 
ant occupations in their daily life: showpeople who go from fair to 
fair, musicians, conjurers, jugglers, acrobats and others who per- 
form their activities in the streets of big cities, collectors of scrap 
metal, and so on. 

These kinds of occupation have existed for ages and been prac- 
tised by all kinds of people, of whom the most well known are 
those who travel in groups. They performed a wide range of functions, 
which have in common the spreading of goods and services that 
mostly could not be offered, or not at such a low price, by the 
sedentary professional class.” The demand for the mending of kettles 
or street musicians in many cases was simply too low for inhabitants 
of cities and villages to earn a living. Therefore a small class of 
people specialized in itinerant occupations, thus complementing the 
functions of their sedentary colleagues. 

Because of their travelling lifestyle, however, they were more 
vulnerable to negative treatment by groups who distrusted them. 
For example, authorities often thought Gypsies practised their 
occupations in order to beg and steal, while sedentary competitors 
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now and then accused them of unfair competition. In both cases 
itinerant groups had great trouble defending themselves properly. 
They lacked the organizational strength of the guilds and the privi- 
leges of most sedentary occupations. 

Gypsies and others had, and many still have, an economic and 
social function and were able to adapt to major economic changes. 
The Industrial Revolution did not make their occupations and services 
obsolete, but created a range of new possibilities. It is therefore a 
myth that itinerant groups were passive victims of modernization, 
and that their archaic nomadic culture was unable to adapt to change. 


THE ESSENCE OF GYPSY OCCUPATIONS 


It may seem odd, but Gypsy occupations did not differ essentially 
from economic activities by sedentary people. One of the most 
confusing concepts used in this respect is ‘nomadism’. This idea 
refers to societies of hunters and gatherers, and is often used as 
proof of the Gypsies’ traditional and specific culture. Gypsies, how- 
ever, differ as much from pastoral nomads — wandering in a cer- 
tain area with their herds — as do other members of Western 
European societies. Although Gypsy occupations have some spe- 
cific features, on the whole the similarities with other (‘normal’) 
occupations are much greater than is often assumed. 

Let us have a look at the main characteristics associated with 
the ‘Gypsy economy’. The family as work unit, where all members 
(men, women, children) contribute to the family income, is a phe- 
nomenon that can be found all over the world. Most people fol- 
lowed this model in the past and only in recent times has 
individualization become more general. But even in modern highly 
industrialized societies, the family as work unit is still valid, par- 
ticularly among immigrant or ethnic groups. A second feature often 
mentioned with regard to the Gypsy economy is their mobility. Here, 
again, Gypsies are not unique. Well into the twentieth century, 
European agriculture and industry made use of tens of thousands 
of seasonal workers who left their homes every year for months at 
a time to earn a living abroad or in other parts of the country. 
Irish labourers went to England, Germans to the Low Countries, 
French inhabitants of mountainous regions to the Basin of Paris, 
while Italian musicians and animal tamers wandered all over Europe 
and even to other parts of the world. 
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A last crucial element is self-employment. Many studies have 
stressed that Gypsies prefer to be their own boss. Wage-labour is 
looked upon unfavourably and is considered to have a lower sta- 
tus. This preference is explained in cultural terms which stress that 
Gypsies are self-supporting because in that way the necessary bound- 
ary between their own culture and the world of the non-Gypsies 
can be upheld. This may be so at the moment, but it remains to be 
proven whether the choice for independent occupations is rooted 
in their culture. Moreover, the ideology expressed by many Gyp- 
sies does not deviate much from the arguments put forward by 
most self-employed people. It can be argued with as much plausi- 
bility that the preference for self-employment has economic roots 
and that the present, extremely negative attitude of Gypsies towards 
wage-labour is a reaction to discrimination and stigmatization. One 
argument in favour of this interpretation is the fact that Gypsies in 
the past worked as wage labourers on a temporary basis. More- 
over, they were not the only self-employed itinerant people in the 
past. From the Middle Ages onwards many took to the road as 
hawkers, pedlars, musicians and so on. The reason for this was 
mainly economic: a living could be earned by filling up the gap 
between supply and demand. 

In many rural areas it was difficult for people to buy products 
because of the lack of shops. Besides, there was a need for entertain- 
ment and all kinds of services. The possibilities these economic 
niches offered were not only used by Gypsies. In all Western Euro- 
pean countries people specialized in independent itinerant functions, 
the only exception being that - as in the case of the seasonal wage- 
labour migrants — in most cases they left their families at home. 

The specific character of Gypsy occupations consisted of a com- 
bination of the three elements mentioned above: a mobile way of 
life in family groups aimed at self-employment. Unlike the sea- 
sonal migrants or itinerant traders and craftsmen mentioned above, 
Gypsies took their families along with them, on foot, in carts or in 
caravans. Therefore there was little necessity to have a house, al- 
though in practice a combination of house and caravan occurred. 
In England, for example, a significant number of Gypsy families 
settled from time to time in houses, particularly during the most 
severe period of winter. Having thus defined the character of oc- 
cupations of people who have been labelled as Gypsies through 
time, we propose to take a closer look at the different specializations 
and their function within society. 
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THE MAIN GYPSY OCCUPATIONS 


For the purpose of analysis we have divided the economic activi- 
ties into four separate categories. Consequently we will deal with 
trading, crafts, entertainment and seasonal wage-labour. 


Trading, hawking and peddling 


Trading was perhaps the most important economic niche for Gypsies, 
and within this category hawking — going from house to house try- 
ing to sell products — seems to have been the principal activity. 
Gypsies did not have a monopoly on hawking; on the contrary, 
many people tried to earn a living in this way. In particular, mem- 
bers of the working class undertook itinerant activities, among other 
things, in order to increase their low wages. For these ‘penny capi- 
talists’ retailing continued to be popular for a long time. The low 
costs made street-selling or hawking attractive to the ambitious and 
destitute alike and provided a possible escape route for the work- 
ing man. 

Especially in the first half of the nineteenth century we see pre- 
dominantly single hawkers operating in the countryside selling light 
hardware toys and other goods. In only a few instances are “Gypsies’ 
mentioned in this respect. The “Gypsy awareness’ of authorities 
increased after the middle of the century when more people started 
travelling in families and took their own housing with them. In 
Great Britain the most well-known groups, the “princes of the itin- 
erant trade’, were some thousand pedlars known as ‘cheapjacks’. 
They travelled with their families to fairs, markets and towns all 
over the country, selling cutlery, firearms, saddlery and other sorts 
of manufactured goods. The transition of single hawkers to hawkers 
who took their families with them was stimulated by the wider use 
of caravans after 1870, although in some countries (especially Great 
Britain) tents were also used quite frequently from the beginning 
of the nineteenth century onwards. A caravan made travelling with 
one’s family not only easier and more comfortable, but also more 
visible. In most countries many of these travellers were quickly stig- 
matized and often ‘gypsified’ by the authorities. 

Due to industrialization the demand for cheap items such as brooms, 
baskets, fancy goods and earthenware increased enormously. This 
was not only a result of population growth, but also because more 
and more people began to work for wages while at the same time 
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cities were growing and becoming more important. Consumers neither 
had the time nor the ability to manufacture many of these goods 
themselves. Moreover, hawkers often offered cheaper products. The 
travelling group of potters in the beginning of the nineteenth cen- 
tury in England, for example, used to buy ‘seconds’ from the pottery 
industry for sale either at fairs or on the doorstep. This example 
further makes clear that, as stated in the introduction, it is impossi- 
ble to consider Gypsies as a clear-cut ethnic group, not only because 
travelling groups have been given different labels, but also because 
various itinerant professionals had close contact with one another.’ 

The demand for earthenware and other products sold by hawkers 
and street-sellers was created by the jerky development of mod- 
ernization. In particular the increase in shops did not keep pace 
with the growth of the population, the purchasing power of the 
masses and urbanization. The importance of hawkers and pedlars 
must not be underestimated because many customers depended on 
them.* Even where several shops did exist people often preferred 
buying goods from hawkers, many of whom were women.’ Most 
hawkers had a regular circle of customers and were therefore trusted. 
Moreover, they offered cheaper goods and did not show the con- 
tempt that many workers were confronted with in middle-class shops. 
Consequently some shopkeepers were not all that popular with the 
working man.® 

Not only the demand, but also the supply stimulated itinerant 
trade. Wholesale businesses in particular used hawkers for the dis- 
tribution of their wares. The development of modern transport 
systems, e.g. railways, enabled pedlars to have goods sent to places 
in their work area from where they started hawking. For some time 
hawking and industrialization therefore went hand in hand and 
performed a retailing function among the rapidly growing urban 
population. Itinerant traders were not an anomaly, but a buffer 
and a stimulus to industrialization. 

Accusations that hawkers were workshy, only sold products of 
inferior quality and thereby deceived the simple country folk were 
mainly uttered by shopkeepers who were afraid of competition. We 
know now that these allegations were often false. Most hawkers 
also operated in larger towns, where people could compare the 
quality with that offered by shops. Moreover, in the smaller vil- 
lages they returned regularly so that they could not afford to cheat,’ 
otherwise it would not have been possible for many pedlars to return 
again and again to the same areas and customers. 


158 Gypsies and Other Itinerant Groups 


Only with the energies of large department stores did the func- 
tion of urban hawkers gradually diminish. In the countryside mod- 
ernization sometimes took much longer, so that hawkers, among 
whom were the Gypsies, were able to earn a living for a long time. 
A good illustration is the protest in 1941 of the French Minister of 
Industrial Production and Labour against the internment by the 
Germans of travelling groups, with the argument that the provi- 
sion and distribution of food, clothing and utensils in the small 
villages would be endangered.’ 

Some industries were entirely dependent on hawkers. This was 
the case with products that could not easily be distributed by reg- 
ular shops because there was not enough demand and their value 
was too low, so that the costs of keeping them in stock were too 
high. An instructive example is the sale of jute carpets, manufac- 
tured in the German province of Silesia. From the beginning of 
the twentieth century the manufacturers engaged Romanian hawk- 
ers (who brought their wives and children with them) in order to 
ensure that a constant supply of goods reached their markets. After 
the coming to power of the Nazis in the 1930s, the company re- 
ceived complaints from German officials who accused these Roma- 
nians, whom they suspected of being Gypsies, of dishonesty and 
cheating and urged the company to replace them with ‘honest’ 
Germans.” 

Other examples of a complementary relationship between indus- 
try and itinerant occupations are the rag-and-bone business and 
the trade in animal and human hair in the nineteenth century. In 
the former case industries were dependent for a long time on travel- 
ling groups that collected old rags, needed for the production of 
paper. In Germany these collectors were among the few for whom 
an exception was made in the very restrictive policy on itinerant 
occupations. The men who collected animal hair often travelled 
great distances in the course of visiting butchers to collect their 
raw material. When they eventually returned home with sacks full 
of animal hair worth hundreds of German marks the women would 
sit and grade the hair which was subsequently sold by the men to 
the manufacturers.'° 

Some industries needed itinerant traders to ensure a constant 
supply of raw materials. In more recent times Irish, Dutch, Eng- 
lish and American Gypsies have found reasons to collect items 
regarded as worthless by the settled community.!! With regard to 
the scrap metal business we are especially well informed about the 
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Irish travellers, who - at least till the 1980s — played an important 
role in the supply of scrap in some industrial areas.'? 

The emergence of many new industries also created a demand 
for repair and maintenance work for which the specialist experi- 
ence of itinerant occupations was sometimes used. Hawkers could 
play a role when they offered specific (traditional) articles needed 
for the cleaning of new machinery. This was particularly the case 
in the food sector, which regularly required brushes for the clean- 
ing of kettles, casks and dips in which beer, milk, jam, etc. were 
manufactured. Only when other cleaning techniques were intro- 
duced (in the 1930s) did the demand for brush-hawkers diminish.” 

Apart from hawking with machine-made goods, Gypsies also sold 
self-made products, such as sieves, baskets, brooms, pegs and flowers. 
The production of these items fitted well in the family economy of 
Gypsies, because the various tasks could be divided among the 
members of the household.'* Gypsies not only traded from door to 
door, but also on streets or at fairs. One of the best-known activi- 
ties is the horse trade, which together with kettle-mending and the 
making of music is regarded as a typical Gypsy occupation. The 
role Gypsies played in this field is made clear by the history of 
Gypsy horse-dealers in the Netherlands. The first horse-dealers 
appeared around 1900 and came from various parts of Europe, 
especially from Scandinavia. Although they were only a small group 
(at most some 500 people), they quickly managed to get a firm 
grip on the at that time expanding trade in cobs, small but tough 
horses which were indispensable for commerce and transportation 
until the Second World War. At horse fairs these Gypsies were 
very much at home and during the First World War they almost 
managed to monopolize the important trade in cobs. Mostly Gyp- 
sies bought horses from farmers and then sold them at horse fairs; 
in the Netherlands this took place by choice in the town of Utrecht, 
which formed the centre of the horse trade. 

The trade was in the hands of the men, who sometimes left their 
wives and children for days to exercise their occupation. For the buying 
and selling of horses they used small carriages in order to be more 
mobile (7 Their operational area covered the Netherlands, Belgium 
and the northern part of France, for which they had to cross the 
national borders frequently. The authorities invariably interpreted 
these movements as an invasion of their country by hordes of Gyp- 
sies. In fact, only concerned relatively small groups (thirty people) 
were involved, whose business required constant travelling. Apart from 
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the recurring difficulties at the borders, they also had to face other 
kinds of opposition. This had to do with the well-known stereotype 
of the ever-cheating Gypsy, especially where horses were concerned. 
Gypsies were accused of transforming old and worn horses into el- 
egant animals by a process of clipping, singeing and beautifying.'® 
There are, however, powerful arguments against the impression 
that Gypsy activity at horse markets was characterized by deceit. To 
begin with, it does not explain why customers kept dealing with people 
with such a bad reputation. Trading between Gypsies and others 
suggests a relationship of trust and respect rather than intolerance 
and abuse. There can be no doubt that ‘trickery’ formed part of 
horse trading (and trading in general), but it was not peculiar to 
Gypsies, nor can it have been a general phenomenon. Nevertheless 
this stereotype was used to incriminate Gypsies and obstruct their 
occupation. In Germany we know of attempts by sedentary traders 
to protest against what they regarded as unfair competition, proof 
in itself that Gypsies already played an important role. In 1911, for 
example, Hannoverian horse-dealers asked the authorities to exclude 
Gypsies from their trade because they only aimed at deceiving their 
customers.’ The dealers’ plea was not met, but authorities shared 
their opinion and promised to hamper Gypsy horse-dealers. A cir- 
cular published in the German state of Württemberg in 1903 or- 
dered local officials to prevent Gypsies from attending horse fairs 
as much as possible. In Bavaria, finally, Gypsies were in 1921 indeed 
excluded from horse-dealing because of their ‘dishonest’ competition.!? 
Despite the restrictive and even repressive policies pursued in 
many countries, making it more and more difficult for Gypsies to 
practise their occupations, most of them managed to earn a living 
until the Second World War. In the Netherlands as in Germany 
they were known for their riches. Especially after the First World 
War many German authorities depicted them as being wealthy, 
possessing expensive caravans and substantial amounts of money." 
This short survey of the role of Gypsies at European horse fairs 
not only contradicts the idea that they were parasites and poor, 
but also shows their economic adaptability. To clarify this we have 
to keep in mind that for most of these Gypsies the horse trade was 
a new occupation. Their fathers, working in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, were predominantly copper- and tinsmiths. The 
transition around 1900 was caused by the decreasing demand for 
mending pots and pans and the growing importance of the horse 
trade in the period 1870-1940. Although industry was increasingly 
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replacing animals with mechanical means of power, it must be re- 
membered that this was a gradual process; due to the impressive 
growth of the population and the economy in Europe, the demand 
for horses in transport, agriculture and industry increased dramati- 
cally. Numerous carts for the transport of vegetables, petroleum, 
milk, etc., as well as trams and omnibuses were to be dependent 
on horse power until the Second World War. In agriculture the 
use of horses was stimulated by the introduction of machines that 
were drawn by horses. Tractors only appeared in great numbers 
after the Second World War. It is no exaggeration to say that in 
Western Europe more horses were used in the period 1870-1940 
than before. Although in Great Britain and the United States horses 
were gradually replaced by lorries, automobiles and buses after the 
First World War, this process was much slower on the continent.” 


Crafts 


A second important economic niche comprised itinerant crafts, 
especially repair work. For most people occupations such as kettle- 
mending, chair-bottoming and knife-grinding come to mind when 
Gypsies are concerned. Most of these craftsmen travelled in a rela- 
tively small area because there was enough demand for their ser- 
vices. In such areas, however, they travelled constantly — for example, 
the German knife-grinder Gerd Wendeln covered some 1,700 kilo- 
metres in one year. 

Only when these kinds of professions were more specialized and 
aimed at a smaller circle of customers, like industries, did the area 
become larger, as is the case with broom- and brushmakers in the 
Netherlands who in the twentieth century provided dairy indus- 
tries with brooms to clean their kettles. These people had regular 
contacts and the factories depended on them. The example shows 
that it would be wrong to depict these occupations as traditional 
and belonging to the pre-industrial world. As with trading we see 
that industrialization could also be a stimulus to service occupa- 
tions, itinerant services in particular. As a result of the increase in 
population and spending power, the demand for mending and re- 
newing commodities increased accordingly and new crafts emerged. 
Good examples are the mending of umbrellas and the fabrication 
of artificial flowers, skewers and clothes-pegs, crafts that became 
more popular in the course of the nineteenth century,”! and of which 
some have continued to the present day. 
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It is important to bear in mind that the shift to an industrial 
society was very gradual. In the agricultural sector, for example, 
many traditional crafts, such as sieve- and basket-making and rat- 
catching remained economically viable well into the twentieth cen- 
tury. Finally, many crafts were constantly adapted to changing 
circumstances and demand. This can be well illustrated by the his- 
tory of Gypsy copper- and tinsmiths, known in the literature as the 
‘Kaldarash’.? Coming from Hungary, at least according to their 
passports, the first groups appeared in Western Europe around 1860 
and were immediately stigmatized as Gypsies. In contrast to the 
popular image their economic behaviour appears to have been quite 
regular. These coppersmiths were well organized in companies of 
some forty people (men, women and children). Before coming to a 
certain country, these groups sent a few men ahead to explore the 
possibilities and make arrangements for camping places and resi- 
dence permits. When the authorities made objections, they frequently 
used the services of their respective embassies and consulates, which 
in some cases pleaded their case with the authorities. According to 
the clients of the Kaldarash — and local authorities as well — their 
skills were impressive, and despite regular price-fixing problems, 
they were often asked back year after year by the same customers. 
Sometimes even authorities with the most negative Gypsy image, 
ad whose task it was to get them out of the country, e.g. the gen- 
darmerie, were impressed by their skill.” As specialists the Kaldarash 
earned a good living; some possessed impressive amounts of 
money, which enabled them to have pictures taken by professional 
photographers. 

More detailed descriptions of the professional activity of this group 
were Offered by members of the English Gypsy Lore Society (founded 
in 1888). Eric Otto Winstedt’s accurate and detailed accounts of 
these Hungarian Coppersmiths, as they called themselves, were based 
on a visit they made to Great Britain and France during the years 
1911-13. One of the remarkable conclusions from this petite histoire 
is the economic flexibility of these craftsmen. Due to a lack of 
demand from private consumers, they concentrated more and more 
on the industrial sector. In Great Britain they tried to get assign- 
ments from breweries, and jam, biscuit and chemical factories. To 
overcome suspicion and distrust they often offered to repair a kettle 
for free and when the client was satisfied, the ice was broken and 
a contract signed. Later they often asked a higher price and in 
some cases a mediator was called in to reach a compromise. Not- 
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withstanding this bickering, most of the times both parties came to 
an amicable agreement and it did not prevent clients from asking 
the same men back another time. The quality of their work was of 
such a standard that clients put up with the conflicts about the 
price. In contrast to indigenous coppersmiths, these Hungarians 
mastered a technique that was highly valued by industrial clients.” 

Their methods were closely connected to traditional craftsman- 
ship; their tools were modest and consisted mainly of a big vertical 
anvil (dopo — coppersmith dialect) on which the kettle balanced. 
By patiently and skilfully hammering the entire surface of the kettle, 
a time-consuming activity, its strength and durability was greatly 
increased. Furthermore, they made use of an old-fashioned pair of 
bellows, by which (in contrast to modern bellows) the power was 
regulated so that the temperature could be kept under control at 
all times. 

Although this equipment was only suitable for relatively small 
kettles, it did not prevent the Hungarians from carrying out bigger 
projects. During their stay in Great Britain, for example, they made 
a two metre wide pan, using a hired set of mechanical bellows. 
Winstedt concluded that these groups were not prejudiced against 
modern methods as such, but kept traditional, i.e. smaller, equip- 
ment because this fitted their itinerant way of life better. This in- 
terpretation is confirmed by the fact that they bought most of their 
materials and equipment such as hammers, pincers, files, etc. in 
shops and thus did not differ very much from their sedentary Brit- 
ish colleagues. 

The shift from consumers to industrial clients can also be ob- 
served in the work pattern of Gypsy coppersmiths who visited the 
Netherlands. Whereas in the second part of the nineteenth cen- 
tury they predominantly mended kettles for domestic use, in the 
course of the twentieth century they specialized more and more in 
industrial work. Tinsmiths from the German province of Silesia who 
visited the Netherlands after the First World War worked mainly 
for dairies, bakeries and laundries. For bakers they plated tin for 
their troughs and dough mixers and for dairies they repaired milk 
cans. As in Great Britain problems often arose about the price 
clients had to pay. This kind of incident caused the Administrator 
for Border and Aliens Control to demand severe measures against 
these ‘Gypsies’, but a letter from the Rotterdam Chief of Police 
makes it clear that the activities of the tinsmiths cannot be seen 
only in the light of fraud or deceit. It was rather a consequence of 
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the prevailing anti-Gypsy sentiment. The offering of a very low price 
could be one of the means to overcome suspicion.” 

Repairs to metal objects were not only carried out by Gypsies 
from Eastern Europe. Also in the West some travellers and Gyp- 
sies specialized in this craft, as shown by the example of the Scot- 
tish and Irish tinkers. Irish tinkers repaired old vessels at farms 
and in villages as well as selling new ones. Broken kettles were 
mended with the aid of solder. Here, again, there existed a rela- 
tionship of mutual dependence between Gypsies and their clients. 
Irish farmers before the Second World War expected them to re- 
pair the earthenware coolers that kept their milk from deteriorat- 
ing. Several of the same families of tinkers would also undertake 
specialist repairs of broken china, earthenware or glass.” 

These highlights from the occupational history of Hungarian, 
Silesian and Irish itinerant metalworkers once again show that Gypsies 
were perfectly able to adapt to changing economic circumstances 
and did not stubbornly hold on to their ‘traditional’ ways. The big- 
gest threat to their position was not industrialization, but the auth- 
orities who did everything they could to get rid of these foreign 
Gypsies, developing in the long run a very restrictive alien policy. 
The constant surveillance of the police was particularly damaging 
to the confidence of potential clients. The coppersmiths therefore 
were not very pleased with such attention. In 1868, for example, 
they left a Dutch town saying that ‘there was too little work and 
too much police "5 This stigmatization increased in the twentieth 
century, when official messages were issued by the police in local 
newspapers warning bakeries against these Gypsies. 

In the course of the 1930s not much was heard anymore about 
these copper- and tinsmiths in Western Europe. Most of them had 
taken up other occupations or had emigrated to the United States 
and other parts of the world. This is not to say that the trade dis- 
appeared with them. Other groups, who stayed in Western Europe, 
continued to offer these kinds of services. A good example were 
Gypsies who in the 1960s visited major building sites at certain 
times of the year and collected concrete scissors and other uten- 
sils. Temporarily hiring space in local forges they sharpened and 
hardened these and then moved on. 


Entertainment 


A third important economic sector for Gypsies and other itinerant 
people was entertainment. Wandering musicians, animal-performers, 
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acrobats, owners of freak shows, showmen and the like have always 
played a role in European history.” Although for most of that time 
they were treated with a good deal of suspicion, their activities 
have always been valued too highly for them to vanish. Not only 
did they bring distraction, they also introduced all kinds of novel- 
ties. Thus, at the end of the nineteenth century, the telescope, 
cameras and cinema were introduced and made popular by itiner- 
ant entrepreneurs.” By Easter some of them had already travelled 
large distances. 

Others brought in strange animals, such as bears, camels and 
lions. Many of them were not labelled as Gypsies since they did 
not travel in family groups. Very mobile groups were Italian (child) 
musicians and organ-grinders, French bear-leaders from the Pyr- 
enees and German itinerant orchestras.?! 

In this section we will discuss three groups in particular: bear- 
leaders from Bosnia, musicians from various countries and animal- 
performers from Parma (Italy). At the same time as the coppersmiths 
from Hungary moved west, small family groups of bear-leaders from 
Bosnia (at that time part of the Turkish empire) appeared. The 
labelling of them as Gypsies was not as general and quick as with 
the Kaldarash, but in most countries they were stigmatized as well. 
These bear-leaders are known in the literature on Gypsies as Ursari, 
from the Romanian word urs (= bear). Most of them came from 
the area around Banja Luka. Like the Kaldarash they travelled great 
distances and did not restrict themselves to Europe. In the 1880s 
many emigrated to the United States.” 

The occupation of bear-leader required a lot of experience and 
training. To begin with, the bears had to be caught in the Balkan 
mountains and taught all kinds of tricks. Not only was there the 
bear dance (called oursareasca or tänänä), but imitations of human 
behaviour also belonged to the standard repertoire. The perform- 
ance began with singing and the jingling of a tambourine to attract 
the attention of the public, after which the bear would start per- 
forming. A Serbian author from about 1900 gives an interesting 
description of the repertoire: the bear acts as a newly married woman 
and holds his paw to his head. The bear rides a horse and uses for 
this the bear-leader’s stick. The bear moulds dough and hits his 
paw repeatedly on the ground. The bear sifts flour and moves his 
bottom. The bear lies on his back and spreads his paws as a bride 
for a groom. After this the bear collects money with the tambou- 
rine. In the United States, finally, we know of bear-leaders who 
offered money to people who thought they could beat the bear in 


166 Gypsies and Other Itinerant Groups 


wrestling (catch-as-catch-can or Greek-Roman).?? In the twentieth 
century more animals were added and small circuses were created 
with horses, monkeys and camels. Another alternative was barrel 
organs and street pianos on carts. Why bear-leaders began to dis- 
appear from the streets in the course of the 1930s is not clear. It 
may have been the result of competition from other forms of en- 
tertainment, but there may also be a link with the growing opposi- 
tion from authorities and private societies for the protection of 
animals against (alleged) cruelty. In Germany the occupation was 
forbidden altogether in 1933. 

The income of the Ursari was not as impressive as that of the 
Kaldarash, but most Bosnians nevertheless seem to have earned a 
good living. Many of those who left the continent had consider- 
able sums of money and were able to buy houses in England and 
the United States; Dutch sources corroborate this observation. At 
the time he was expelled from the Netherlands in 1887, the Bosnian 
Peero Geergovitch possessed over 2,000 francs, at that time three 
times the annual wage of a skilled worker.” Another piece of in- 
formation, this time concerning the bear-leader Giovanni Nedilk, 
was found in the archives of the Dutch gendarmerie, where his 
working book was preserved, listing 229 performances between April 
1923 and August 1924, most of them authorized by local authori- 
ties. This unique source shows that a bear-leader without competi- 
tion from others could stay a considerable time in a relatively small 
area, visiting some places more than once. When the military po- 
lice (charged with the supervision of aliens) ‘discovered’ him and 
immediately labelled him as a ‘Gypsy’, however, he was soon ex- 
pelled because he was considered to be ‘without a means of existence’. 

A second group of bear (and animal) leaders came from Parma 
in Italy, in particular from Bedonia. More often than their Bosnian 
colleagues they also travelled with other animals, especially camels 
and goats. The history of these groups is still quite obscure, but we 
know that some of them created famous circuses in France, such 
as Bouglione and Amar.” Similarly the small German village of 
Alsenborn in the Palatinate has generated some world-famous cir- 
cus families such as Bügler and Althoff. These small circuses are 
of special interest because their being labelled as Gypsies was far 
from consistent. In the Netherlands, for example, they were con- 
sidered unwanted aliens, but never Gypsies. German and French 
officials, however, were of a different opinion, as the following short 
excursion makes clear. In the afternoon of the 4th of July 1905, in 
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the Bavarian municipality Mühldorf, a group described as ‘Gyp- 
sies’ and accompanied by monkeys, a bear and a camel was stopped 
on the road. The five men had no identification and were arrested 
for begging and mistreating animals. Only the leader, Luigi Sozzi 
from Bedonia, had been given a licence to practise his itinerant 
profession, but because the 1896 Law on Itinerant Occupations did 
not allow permits to be issued to Gypsies, this was taken from bm 77 

The second occupation, which we will go into in more length, is 
that of Gypsy musicians and performers. This is probably the pro- 
fession that is most associated with ‘Gypsies’. On the continent 
especially, many people who were labelled as Gypsies worked as 
musicians, often in combination with other performers: acrobats, 
comedians, showmen, magicians and puppeteers. With these occu- 
pations many wandered through Western Europe. In contrast to 
coppersmithing these occupations were not monopolized by men, 
for women are also regularly found in historical sources as inde- 
pendent professionals.’ 

After the turn of the century we can discern an occupational 
specialization. Whereas in the nineteenth century many Gypsy per- 
formers combined music with other showmanlike activities, trading 
and crafts, in the twentieth century they began more and more to 
concentrate on the making of music. This shift may have been caused 
by increasing professionalism within the world of showmen. From 
the end of the nineteenth century we see in all countries the emer- 
gence of more capital-intensive attractions, such as carousels, merry- 
go-rounds and cakewalks. At the same time the policy toward small 
street performers became more repressive and since they lived in 
caravans these people were marginalized as Gypsies. This combination 
of economic and socio-political developments caused the more suc- 
cessful operators, who also lived in caravans, to organize them- 
selves into guilds and thus try to escape the Gypsy stigmatization.” 

The ‘losers’, however, cannot simply be depicted as passive vic- 
tims. A number of them still found a modest niche as small show- 
men, but others decided to concentrate on music, like the Welsh 
Woods brothers, Cornelius and Adolphus, using modest home-made 
instruments from chocolate boxes. Others were better equipped and 
formed professional bands. In the Netherlands and Germany (and 
probably France), string instruments (violin, guitar, harp and lute) 
dominated. A number of musicians managed to earn their living 
by forming small orchestras and some even became famous. The 
numerous cafes and restaurants offered enough possibilities.” Apart 
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from making music, many Gypsies became skilled in the building, 
repairing and selling of musical instruments, especially violins.“ 
Others were less successful and had to content themselves with 
playing music door to door and on the streets, combined with other 
activities (mostly hawking). 

In some cases Gypsy musicians settled down in cities because 
the demand for their work was so great that they could give up 
travelling altogether. This was especially the case in Eastern Europe 
where Gypsies had, and still have, an important function in the 
daily social life of the sedentary people. Gypsy orchestras are called 
upon for many weddings and burials. Some musicians — primarily 
those who have settled in cities and play in hotels and restaurants 
— have become respected members of the city they live in. But 
even the more humble musicians who travel in the countryside, 
although regarded as less respectable, have a clear social function.” 

In a survey of occupations within the entertainment field, fortune- 
telling is probably the most ‘Gypsy-like’ of all, having been associated 
with Gypsies since the fourteenth century.” In eighteenth-century 
French encyclopaedias, it was even part of the definition of ‘bohé- 
mien’, This is not to say, however, that fortune-telling was monopol- 
ized by Gypsies. Others (sedentary and itinerant people alike) also 
engaged in this sort of activity, often combined with magic and 
sorcery.“ Although many Gypsy women have earned money in this 
way up to the present day, little is known about this activity except 
that there was a regular demand from all classes in society and it 
was often combined with hawking or entertainment.” 

Many of these women not only operated in holiday resorts, but 
also in the countryside, where they offered all kinds of ‘emotional 
services’. Some gave advice in the case of theft and bewitching, 
but most of them talked with their clients about the highs and lows 
in life, such as marriages, travels (emigration), the possibility of 
evading conscription, accidents or death. Although many fortune- 
tellers lived at a fixed place waiting for people to visit them, a 
good number travelled. As said before, they used to combine their 
occupation with peddling. The techniques differed. Palm-reading, 
which used the lines in one’s hand as the point of departure, is of 
course well known. Other means to predict the future were astrology 
or cards, in which case every fortune-teller used her own systems. 

Fortune-telling also provides a good example of how the family 
economy worked, because in many cases it served more than one 
purpose. When coming to a village the women used to visit as many 
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houses as possible in order to earn money by selling goods and 
telling fortunes, but at the same time they would ask whether the 
inhabitants had other (repair) work to be done. This information 
was used by the men for their line of work. In modern terms, the 
women had the function of ‘exploring the market’. As fortune-telling 
was for the most part forbidden in Western Europe the women 
had to be careful. Some simply kept a deck of cards in their peddling 
basket so that it was in clear view of the housewife. If she rose to the 
bait, the Gypsy would act. 

On average the income derived from fortune-telling was modest, 
but some women were quite successful, like the famous Lucy Lee 
who worked in Great Britain around 1915. As with all profes- 
sions, itinerant or not, abuse was possible and occurred now and 
then. Some fortune-tellers used their skill to ‘lift’ their clients, for 
example in cases of illness or bad luck (sick cattle), by suggesting 
that a spell had been put on the unlucky farmer. In offering to lift 
the spell they would advise their clients to gather all their valu- 
ables and bury them. After a set period of time the client was to 
dig these up again, after which the situation would be normal again. 
It needs little imagination to realize that in such cases the fortune- 
teller was ahead of the superstitious client. However, treasure dig- 
ging was not a common phenomenon.? Most fortune-tellers offered 
their ‘emotional services’ without cheating the population upon whom 
they (and their families) depended. 


Seasonal wage labour 


From the preceding overview one might have been given the im- 
pression that most Gypsies had only one occupation. For some this 
was true (the coppersmiths and bear-leaders), but most Gypsies 
used to combine all kinds of crafts and services in order to react 
to seasonal changes in demand and supply.‘ History offers numer- 
ous examples of this economic flexibility. In nineteenth-century 
England, as we have seen, many Gypsies settled down during the 
winter months and made all kinds of products (clothes-pegs, skewers, 
flowers, etc.).” At the beginning of spring they started to travel 
and sell their manufactured wares, as well as offer all kinds of services; 
during the summer many of them were hired as seasonal labourers, 
whereas during the autumn fairs were visited and trade was resumed. 

Another instructive example is the work cycle of Swiss travellers 
in the twentieth century, known as Jenischen. These groups did 
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not just wander about during their ‘tour of Switzerland’ but fol- 
lowed a distinct route. In March they travelled through the Rhineland 
going from village to village and selling all kinds of products. In 
the autumn, when the farmers returned with their herds to their 
villages, the Jenischen came to the peasants’ villages in order to 
make and repair their baskets, especially the big baskets used to 
feed hay to the cows, where special expertise was required to make 
effective repairs. Furthermore, umbrellas and kettles were mended. 
It is clear that these peasants counted on their services and lived 
with these travellers for some weeks till the work was done.” 

Seasonal labour in agriculture was one of the few occupations 
that did involve wage-labour. In England agricultural employment 
was found chiefly in the South and the East. Seasonal workers, 
including Gypsy families, used to go from farm to farm following 
the ripening of the crops: hay-making, turnip-hoeing, pea-picking, 
wheat-fagging and strawberry-picking. The cycle was completed with 
the picking of hops.’! 

How large the number of ‘Gypsies’ within the seasonal workforce 
in England was is not clear. According to a government report of 
1907, between a quarter and a third of those picking peas in Eng- 
land were ‘Gypsies’. For hop-picking this number seems to have 
been much lower and here Gypsies were only a small minority; the 
bulk of the workers were Irish. Hiring Gypsies, especially women 
for fruit, could be advantageous for farmers because they brought 
their own accommodation with them. Remarkably enough the same 
report states that Gypsies had a standard of living and level of 
health far above that of the ordinary seasonal labourer.’ In Ger- 
many and France Gypsies are also reported as ‘hoppers’. From a 
letter from the Bavarian community of Pfaffenhofen in 1913, we 
can conclude that every year in the months of August and Septem- 
ber an ‘international army’ of hop-pickers visited the area. Among 
them were many people with carts and caravans, generally labelled 
as Gypsies. A number of them were also basket-weavers. They ar- 
rived some weeks earlier, not only to assure themselves of a spot 
to put their caravans, but also to make the baskets that were needed 
for the harvest.” In other cases (potato harvest) farmers depended 
on (Gypsy) basket-weavers as well. They even used to save twigs 
so that the Gypsies would have enough material for the basket 
needed and therefore not lose time. 
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This chapter has made clear that specific ‘Gypsy occupations’ do 
not exist. All the occupations mentioned, including fortune-telling, 
were also practised by non-Gypsies. Even itinerancy was not pecu- 
liar to them. As we have seen, tens of thousands of people were 
itinerants without being labelled as Gypsies. Finally, all the charac- 
teristics listed in the second section (the family as working unit, 
mobility and self-employment) are general phenomena and can 
therefore in the end not be explained by reference to a ‘Gypsy 
culture’. The specific feature of Gypsy occupations lies only in a 
combination of the three: being self-employed and travelling with 
one’s family. People who chose such a way of life were very likely 
to be labelled by the authorities as ‘Gypsy’ (or something similar) 
in Western Europe. This power of definition, that has been in force 
since the fifteenth century, was so strong that it was very difficult 
for people to escape from it. Moreover, it could easily lead to the 
development of ethnicity: people began to feel that they were different 
from others and so began to cultivate their own way of life and the 
symbols attached to it. 

This question of ethnicity and group-formation is inextricably bound 
up with Gypsy occupations. For it was the economic choice of an 
itinerant profession with the family, an overt travelling way of life, 
that set off the stigmatization. Cultural characteristics such as dress 
and language seem to have been less important in this respect. 
The stigmatization can partly be explained by the mistrust towards 
itinerant occupations in general. Most accusations against Gypsies 
were similar to those against hawkers, entertainers and craftsmen 
who left their family at home. These ideas were reinforced from 
time to time by sedentary economic organizations such as the guilds, 
which tried to defend their privileges and monopoly. The combined 
stigmatization, however, never led to the disappearance of itiner- 
ant professions. Notwithstanding their distrust many authorities 
realized that itinerants fulfilled a necessary economic function and 
they therefore restricted themselves to fighting the alleged abuses. 

These abuses were especially associated with people who took 
their families with them: ‘Gypsies’. Invariably this category is put 
forward as the example of people who took undue advantage of 
the legal possibilities for itinerant occupations. The only way to 
escape the Gypsy stigmatization and labelling was by stressing one’s 
distinctive character as a professional group. The most successful 
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in this respect were the showmen - as we have seen in Chapter 7 
— but the same process can be discerned with German organiza- 
tions of hawkers from the beginning of the twentieth century on- 
wards, who in all Western European countries managed to be 
excluded from stigmatization.” Their organization and lobbying 
convinced the authorities that they were ‘honest’ businessmen, who 
could not be compared with the ‘dishonest’ Gypsies. Occupations 
where the need for organization was less pronounced, however, 
did not lose the Gypsy label and faced many legal and social 
difficulties. 

The relation between stigmatization and group-formation brings 
us to the two assumptions on which this chapter is based. The first 
has to do with the economic function. On the whole we can say 
that the restrictive and often outright discriminatory policy towards 
‘Gypsies’ did not make their economic activity impossible. Although 
Gypsies did not play a key role in the sectors discussed, their work 
cannot be disposed of as ‘parasitic’ or ‘begging in disguise’. Even 
the most repressive authorities from time to time admitted that 
Gypsies could be useful and in some cases (seasonal work) indis- 
pensable. As a matter of fact, in economic terms Gypsies can very 
well be compared with the lower and middle classes: there were 
outright beggars and criminals among them, but most of them earned 
a modest living, while — notwithstanding the stigmatization — some 
groups were rather successful. The examples of the coppersmiths 
and horse-dealers have made that clear. 

For the second assumption we also found enough evidence. Itin- 
erant occupations in general and Gypsy occupations in particular 
could only exist if they adapted to the changing economic situa- 
tion. The widespread ideas that industrialization caused the de- 
cline of itinerant occupations and that Gypsies always hold on to 
their traditional occupations can both be dismissed. To begin with, 
the process of industrialization and modernization had divergent 
effects and its development was far from uniform. Industrialization 
may have made a lot of (itinerant/‘traditional’) occupations obso- 
lete, but then others emerged instead and ‘Gypsies’ as well as ‘non- 
Gypsies’ reacted accordingly. Only after the Second World War do 
we see that in many countries ‘Gypsies’ were forced into a rather 
hopeless social and economic position. The issuing of explicit leg- 
islation on them, e.g. the Dutch Caravan Act of 1968 that made 
travelling virtually impossible, combined with a strong anti-Gypsy 
feeling and attitude in the surrounding society has created a dead- 
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end street. Deprived of their itinerant occupations, discriminated 
against in the regular labour-market and unable to escape their 
own group and thereby their stigmatization, it has become very 
difficult for many Gypsies and other itinerant groups to cope with 
the situation in economic terms. 


10 Dutch Travellers: 
Dwellings, Origins and 


Occupations’ 
Annemarie Cottaar 


A NEW CATEGORY OF TRAVELLERS 


In the international literature there exists a vague notion of the 
differences between indigenous travellers (Jenischen, Landfahrer, 
tinkers, ambulants) and (foreign) Gypsies. As far as the first group 
is concerned the idea prevails that they descend from vagabonds 
who, in the course of time, intermixed with Gypsies. There is, how- 
ever, hardly any historical research available to prove or refute this 
assertion. The study by Heymowski is a favourable exception.” He 
not only aimed at tracing the developments in the way of thinking 
about the Swedish travellers or Taters (Tattare), but he also tried 
to find out if, as most researchers thought, they were different from 
the Swedish people. Therefore he looked to see if their language, 
habits and looks indicated a descent from Gypsies. Heymowski, 
however, concluded that Taters were different not in an anthropo- 
logical, but rather in a sociological sense. Besides their own ideas 
of belonging to a different group, it was the attitude of the major- 
ity of the population that was decisive for their distinct position 
within the Swedish community. Our historical research into the origin 
of Dutch travellers has led to the same conclusion. 

While Dutch authors on this subject usually draw a distinction 
between foreign Gypsies and indigenous travellers, the notion that 
the latter boast a distinctive tale of origin from the majority of the 
Dutch people also appears to enjoy general currency.’ Their roots 
are said to reach back to the west of Germany (knife-grinders from 
Westphalia), the southern regions of the Netherlands (discharged 
mercenary soldiers) and the Gypsy population. Especially about the 
two geographical regions of origin many stories circulate, without 
being tested on their historical tenability. That’s why we decided 
to take a close look at these stories and their narrators. We compared 
the ideas with the results of our own genealogical research on Dutch 
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caravan-dwellers. Only in this way do we think it is possible to 
judge their historical value. 

From the moment that people in the Netherlands began to live 
in caravans in the second half of the nineteenth century, they were 
categorized as a distinct group within Dutch society. We saw in 
previous chapters of this volume that analysis of the history of Gypsies 
in the Netherlands did show that, although for public opinion it 
was obvious who belonged to this category of people, in practice it 
turned out not to be such a simple matter. To qualify for the label 
‘Gypsy’, someone needed to meet the conditions of visible perma- 
nent itinerancy with the entire family and a foreign origin. Ambu- 
lant groups which failed to fit this image were not branded as 
Gypsies.* Among indigenous Dutch caravan-dwellers the criterion 
of ‘foreign origin’ played no part and categorization was determined 
on grounds of their deviant housing. Everyone who inhabited a 
caravan thereby also immediately became, in principle, a caravan- 
dweller. Form of housing and the identity of residents were coupled 
with each other inextricably, as we saw in Chapter 7. Yet, the real- 
ity of the situation was more varied. Showmen, for example, man- 
aged to separate themselves from caravan-dwellers, and thus escaped 
the stigmatizing government policy. In addition, a distinction is 
commonly drawn in Dutch literature between travellers, or caravan- 
dwellers of long-standing, and citizens with a sedentary history who 
only after the Second World War moved into a caravan. 

If we concentrate on the form of housing the different groups 
share in common it might be possible to track the development of 
subgroups within the population of caravan-dwellers (Gypsies ex- 
cepted), and reactions to them. Ideas prevailing in government cir- 
cles about caravan-dwellers and official lines of action towards them 
have already been discussed. What concerns us here are aspects of 
the group itself. First of all, naturally, this means their form of 
housing. When did people in the Netherlands first begin to make 
their homes in caravans and what (technological) development did 
these homes undergo up to 1945? Subsequently we will redirect 
our attention to the caravan-dwellers. Were their origins indeed 
remarkably different from those of the rest of the Dutch popula- 
tion, and what were the motives behind their choice of this form 
of mobile habitation? Thus we arrive at the vocations which Dutch 
caravan-dwellers practised prior to the Second World War. 
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THE CARAVAN APPEARS ON THE SCENE 


Before the first caravan appeared on Dutch roads in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, itinerant salesmen and artisans looking 
for a place to lay their heads after their day’s work could choose 
from various sleeping accommodations. If they were staying for a 
longer time in a large city, at times they rented a room, but usu- 
ally they stayed in a lodging house. In the countryside farm sheds 
provided shelter overnight. This explains the terms common at the 
time: sleeping peasants and shed sleepers for such paying guests. 
They also on occasion would sleep in the warm areas of factories 
which produced bricks and roof tiles.” In addition, there were 
barracks in which primarily fieldhands stayed, but which provided 
short-term shelter at night for chair-bottomers as well. Tents were 
never popular in the Netherlands. Only those who made their liv- 
ing at fairs might in season spend the night now and then in the 
tents where by day their performances took place. The most well- 
known tent campers were tinkers from Hungary who came to look 
for work in the Netherlands during the last quarter of the nine- 
teenth century. Finally the small boats should be mentioned which, 
in a country with as many waterways as the Netherlands, were much 
sooner pressed into service as abodes than their equivalents along 
the roads. Along with travelling showmen and navvies, among those 
living aboard boats we find the same vocations characteristic of 
caravan-dwellers, including chair-bottomers and petty traders, which 
resulted in their being called skipper-scroungers or boatmen pedlars.’ 
Some part of the houseboat population probably made the transi- 
tion to caravans as the twentieth century unfolded, lured by the 
greater area brought within reach thanks to the considerably im- 
proved network of roads. 

In the 1879 census we encounter the first mention of ‘inhabited 
caravans’, 16 of them, in the Netherlands.’ Although the count here 
is hardly reliable, it is not likely that more than a few dozen resi- 
dential caravans were riding the roads in the Netherlands at this 
time. The first municipal ordinance concerning ‘mobile homes’ of 
which we are aware, also from 1879, was passed by the town of 
Deventer in the Province of Overijssel. This serves as an indication 
that before the 1870s there weren’t any caravans in the Nether- 
lands. Research in the population register of Amsterdam supports 
this hypothesis. In those years Amsterdam registered caravans in 
what was known as the Keeten Register!" which recorded in particular 
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the names of labourers and navvies who lived in barracks. During 
examination of these registers for the period 1874-92 the follow- 
ing caught our attention: there were no caravans before 1879, but 
in that year two caners registered who lived in an unnumbered 
barracks. A year later the first three caravans appeared and until 
1883 these few remained the only ones. Subsequently the defini- 
tive shift to caravans took place, these also being called simply 
wagons or travelling wagons. To be sure, these caravan-dwellers 
were not restricted exclusively to this form of habitation; from the 
same register it can be concluded that a number of them also - 
mostly for a short time - lived at divers addresses in the city where 
other members of their family had already settled previously. Those 
who worked the fairs at the time still primarily made use of house- 
boats to transport their gear and sleep in because they were able 
to reach more areas in the Netherlands by water than overland by 
road.!! That prompts the query whether there was a connection 
between the condition and extent of the road network and the point 
in time when the caravan arrived on the scene. In that connection 
a comparison seems called for with surrounding countries. Here 
we immediately confront a number of gaps in our knowledge. Thus 
only a limited number of empirical studies are available about road 
infrastructure,!? and what has been written about the development 
of carts and (covered) wagons is superficial. 


ROAD NETWORK AND CARAVANS: AN 
INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON 


The paving of roads in the Netherlands began comparatively late, 
just as in Prussia and Bavaria. Through the absence of any strong 
central authority and the complete lack of initiatives on the part 
of cities, private individuals or provincial governments, little road 
building took place. After 1700 the Republic had been obliged to 
wrestle with economic stagnation which reduced the demand for 
transportation. What also influenced events was that a system of 
waterways was already accessible which was well enough developed 
to support brisk traffic. In the Netherlands it was only after the 
French conquest that the state assumed responsibility for improv- 
ing the roads. It was about all King Willem I, whose reign lasted 
from 1813 to 1840, who emerged as the great initiator of road- 
works and under whose administration the most important land 
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arteries were strengthened within a few decades, first with rubble 
or gravel, later with smaller bricks and then paving stones. By roughly 
1850 this network of major roads had reached completion. 

To test the premise that the paving of roads ushered in the ar- 
rival of the caravan, comparison is necessary with countries where 
such roads were available earlier than in the Netherlands. What 
was the road situation, for example, in France or England? The 
literature reveals that a strong central authority made improvement 
of the roads in France possible at an early stage. Political and military- 
strategic goals meant that the work was tackled with success. As 
early as the end of the eighteenth century an extensive system of 
paved main roads linked Paris with the far reaches of the country 
and with France’s provincial capitals. Economic prosperity in 
England in the eighteenth century led to an increase of road traffic 
and a burgeoning demand for roads. Measures taken to improve 
roads were primarily private initiatives which resulted in what came 
to be called ‘turnpikes’ where tolls were levied.!* What’s more, at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, many British roads were 
macadamized, which enabled people to move about readily with a 
small caravan.'° 

The caravan first found its way onto Dutch roads in the 1870s, 
after the completion of a road system that was crudely paved. A 
causal relationship here could be possible. It is indeed beyond dis- 
pute that driving about with caravans, relatively heavy objects, was 
only possible on hardened roads, for otherwise their owners needed 
too many horses to pull their vehicles. On poorer surfaces lighter 
covered wagons or dog carts were likely to be used. From England 
we know that after 1820, by which time most of the principal roads 
were macadamized, it was in theory possible to keep a caravan 
rolling with a single horse up front.! The same held true for France. 
It is crucial to note, however, that the first paved roads were the 
main thoroughfares connecting provincial capitals. Providing a hard 
surface to the secondary roads which were intended to end the 
isolation of rural areas took a back seat for some time. And it was 
precisely these roads which were by far the most vital ones for 
itinerant travellers, since they had to penetrate the smallest of re- 
mote outposts with their trade and services. The paving of such 
roads in the Netherlands only commenced after 1850." Differences 
among Western European countries as far as fixing the surfaces of 
secondary roads is concerned might thus have been less appreci- 
able. This leads to the question of whether the appearance of the 
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first caravans can be linked to the hardening of secondary roads in 
England, Germany, France and Belgium. 

In Dutch sources, and in foreign literature as well, we search in 
vain for technical data about the development of this so highly 
visible form of habitation.'? In England the first caravan probably 
materialized mid-way through the last century.’ Before 1840 Gypsies, 
tents aside, primarily made use of covered carts and wagons.” Only 
later did the first wooden caravans take to the road, inhabited by 
performers at fairs, to be followed by others with itinerant voca- 
tions. This reconstruction may be anything but iron-clad, but, for 
the moment, it’s the best we can do. For Germany we know equiva- 
lently little; no empirical studies are available and we have only 
impressions at our disposal. The picture that emerges is that the 
first four-wheel wagons with covered arches for roofing in which 
people actually lived only began to circulate at the end of the nine- 
teenth century.’ Earlier Zigeuner and Jenischen in Germany passed 
the night in tents. From the research in German police journals it 
also appears that from 1840 onwards the Planwagen received reg- 
ular mention as a means of transportation for itinerant families. 
The German police used this term for covered carts or wagons 
with a top of green linen or leather.” 

For France our source material is a section of photographs in 
Vaux de Foletier’s book on the nineteenth century.” Yet it also 
appears possible, on a basis of illustrations in divers international 
publications, to compile a chronological overview of the advent of 
the first caravans. De Vaux de Foletier included 14 plates in his 
book, 11 of which offer an impression of the living quarters of trav- 
ellers. In five instances tents or tent-like accommodations appear 
and in two covered wagons: in 1847 in the Alsace and in 1852 in 
Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer.” In four illustrations the first ‘real’ cara- 
vans are portrayed, that is to say four-wheel wooden frames sup- 
porting wooden living quarters. The earliest mention dates from 
1869 and concerns an illustration by Emile Bayard for the novel 
La maison roulante.” Subsequent drawings are from 1872, 1880 and 
1890 and all have French settings. International literature thus teaches 
us that no images of wooden caravans have been discovered dating 
from earlier than 1869. In England the first reports date from 1879 
or shortly before.” In one illustration there appears a caravan camp 
in the Notting Hill district of London and in another we are af- 
forded a glimpse of the interior of a caravan, complete with a cabinet- 
bed, table, chair and stove. These two drawings by W.H. Overend 
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appeared more frequently in the international literature as examples 
of the first caravans in divers countries. Vaux de Foletier indeed 
describes the caravan at the camp in London as a ‘roulette dans 
un faubourg de Paris en 1880’, but he borrowed the illustration 
from the French magazine, L’Univers illustré, a year after the Mus- 
trated London News had published it. The actual location of the 
camp was therefore London. It seems likely that German authors 
relied exclusively on English drawings, because there are no im- 
ages of German caravans from the nineteenth century. Only Arnold’s 
book includes a drawing from the 1880s, even though it shows a 
group of French showmen beside their caravans. Furthermore he 
names no source. It might thus very well be a French drawing. In 
Mode and Wölffling’s richly illustrated book only illustrations of 
tents and covered wagons (from 1861, 1876 and 1884) are printed, 
culled from such German publications as the /llustrierte Zeitung. In 
the Netherlands there are no sketches known of caravans (four 
wheels) before 1900; the earliest illustrations are photographs of 
carts in which people lived (two wheels) dating from about the 
turn of the century.” 

On the basis of this sifting of international literature we can place 
the first caravans in the 1860s, in France and England.” The Nether- 
lands and Germany followed later. If caravans were already in use 
in Western Europe prior to mid-century, they can only have appeared 
sporadically. A network of major paved roads was in any case not 
a sufficient condition for their emergence. These findings lead us 
to the conclusion that the Netherlands did not differ much from 
other European countries and that a path for caravans was cleared 
with the extension of the system of hard-surface roads to rural areas. 


FROM DOG CART TO CARAVAN 


In the Netherlands the so-called dog cart (a small cart pulled by 
one or more dogs) served for a long time for the transport of goods. 
Not only did bakers and dairy farmers, but also itinerant traders 
used them. A time came when these people also began to use their 
vehicles to sleep in. Among older caravan-dwellers in the Nether- 
lands there are still those who had their first experiences of living 
on the road in a dog cart. Travellers rebuilt them into a kind of 
covered wagon by setting up arched ribs over which they stretched 
a cloth cover and then sprinkling some straw on the bottom. Thus 
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a place where a few people could sleep at the same time was cre- 
ated.” If the weather turned too cold or wet, one would park the 
dog cart on a farm and the family members would be dispersed 
between the cart’s sleeping area and the haystack. Even after larger 
wagons began to circulate, the dog cart continued to be used to 
carry merchandise. 

The first four-wheel wagons were intended, just as their pre- 
decessors, to carry wares by day and to sleep in by night. Covered 
wagons, which we have illustrations of in the Netherlands from 
1900 onwards,” were already a bit more spacious, but you couldn’t 
stand up inside them. These were, in fact, farmers’ wagons which 
carried goods in Germany and Eastern Europe. It was characteris- 
tic of this kind of wagon that the side panels, held in place by iron 
pins on their outside, slanted outwards. Iron bands were stretched 
around the wooden wheels and most wagons were equipped with 
springs to cushion the worst shocks from riding on roads that were 
not yet paved. 

At the end of the nineteenth century carts and small wagons 
also appeared which conformed more closely to what we think of 
as caravans.*! Usually an existing vehicle was used as a base on top 
of which to build living quarters, a sort of wooden barracks with 
supporting ribs on the outside. These as a rule had no more than 
two wheels. Before entering the cart, a prop had to be put in place 
underneath, both in the front and in the back, to keep it from 
tipping over.” The carts served not simply as sleeping quarters, 
but people lived inside them as well, which we can deduce from 
the chimneys visible in many illustrations. In addition, there would 
be a window on opposite sides of the cart, two in the somewhat 
larger ones. To keep out the rain, the cart-dwellers as a rule cov- 
ered their wooden roof with tar paper or white heavy-duty linen 
impregnated with water-repellent white lead paint. 

In areas where caravans were permitted to stand in the period 
1910 to 1920 different types of such wagons were to be found along- 
side each other. In addition there were also the more luxuriously 
fashioned caravans of showmen with a small front porch and wooden 
railings with their ‘sticks’ crafted by a cabinet-maker or turner.” 
In the course of the twentieth century wagonmakers played an in- 
creasingly important role in the building of caravans. Before the 
Second World War these were primarily made from tongue-and- 
groove wooden planks, while thereafter plate wagons, first constructed 
from compressed wood but later from large steel plates, became 
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popular. The caravans acquired names descriptive of their type from 
the place where they were first built by skilled artisans who really 
went to town decorating the wood- and glasswork. At present most 
Dutch caravan-dwellers live in stationary caravans which can only 
move to a new location by conveyance in a deep-loader. 

One of the intentions of the Caravan Act of 1918 was to put an 
end to the use of caravans that were falling apart and to regulate 
their quality and size. This led to countless regulations all meant 
to prevent ramshackle caravans from obstructing the roads. A caravan 
had henceforth to rest on at least two axles and four wheels, so 
that carts became forbidden as habitations. The minimum dimen- 
sions allowed by law were 4.5 x 2.1 x 2.1 metres.** As for the 
interior, it had to be split into a room for day and a room for 
night, the two separated by a partition with a sliding door or a 
door on hinges. When a caravan under inspection met all require- 
ments, it received a permit which bore the name of the municipality 
where the permit had been applied for and a serial number. Next 
a registration number was supposed to be painted on the left and 
right sides of the caravan. Completely consistent with procedures 
for automobiles at that time, this licence plate consisted of the 
letter of a province and the number of the acquired permit. 

Tables 10.1 and 10.2 show the number of caravans and people 
living in them up to 1960. At the close of the last century, the 
number of caravan-dwellers began to increase and this growth went 
on uninterrupted until the Second World War.” The decreases in 
1911 and 1918 are probably to be attributed to the unreliability of 
the relevant counts. These were conducted at the height of the 
travel season so there may have been caravans which escaped the 
notice of the census-takers.” After 1938 the total number of caravan- 
dwellers fell slightly because in the war many of them left their 
mobile homes. Had we a census available for 1944 or 1945, in all 
likelihood it would show a still sharper decline. After the war, the 
number of caravan-dwellers climbed more rapidly than ever be- 
fore. In the period from 1948 to 1960 an increase of no less than 
84 per cent could be observed. If we express the caravan popula- 
tion as a percentage of the Dutch population, then although be- 
tween 1889 and 1960 the figure rose, it nevertheless remained 
remarkably low. In 1889 caravan dwellers constituted 0.007 per cent 
of the Dutch population and in 1960, despite a surge in absolute 
numbers, still not as much as 0.2 per cent. The growth of the cara- 
van population in the period before and after the Second World 
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War cannot be accounted for exclusively by natural increase. There 
were also people who time and time again left their houses for a 
caravan. Who were these people and what motivated them to go 
and live on wheels? 


THE ORIGIN OF DUTCH CARAVAN-DWELLERS 


According to Dutch studies, caravan-dwellers or, more generally 
still, itinerants descend from people who themselves had no fixed 
abode and who, moreover, in considerable measure were of foreign 
origin. In the literature there is also recognition of the possibility 
that the ancestors of some contemporary travellers had led a (semi-) 
sedentary life for generations on end, but the conviction is strong 
that their genealogies are dominated nonetheless by countless drifters, 
and these are alleged to have been resistant to sedentary influ- 
ences. In a genealogical study which we carried out assertions about 
foreign roots and descent from rovers were tested against factual 
data on the social and geographical origins of Dutch caravan-dwellers. 
The study was of modest design and covered only a limited period, 
never extending back further than the second half of the eight- 
eenth century and heavily emphasizing the nineteenth.*’ On the 
grounds of two selection criteria, two groups of 20 caravan-dwellers 
about whom sufficient information was available were compiled for 
the genealogical study. First of all non-contiguous geographical 
locations were chosen. In order to assess the possible influence of 
big city or rural roots, one study area had to be countrified and 
the other more urban. The Provinces of Overijssel and South Hol- 
land — and within it especially the city of The Hague - satisfied 
our geographical demands. As the second criterion for selection 
we used the caravan-dweller’s vocational group. Only by making 
the vocation of central importance could we discover in particular 
to what extent work was decisive for travelling, and, in turn, for 
living in a caravan. Also in this way we could find out to what 
extent sons (or daughters) adopted the trades of their parents, or 
if certain vocations perhaps dominated in particular families. A final 
reason for proceeding in this way was that only by doing so could 
we make sure that we did not immediately lose sight of — and thus 
exclude from the study — seemingly less obvious activities of cara- 
van-dwellers, such as the work they did as field- or factoryhands, 
an omission that is common in the literature about them.” 
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Table 10.3 Size of vocational groups among caravan-dwellers in 
The Hague and Overijssel (1921 to 1941) 


Vocational The Hague In sample Overijssell In sample 
groups 1921-41 1921-7, 
1931, 1941 
I Artisans 133 (17%) 5 64 (12%) 5 
II Tradesmen 377 (47%) 5 259 (48%) 5 
III Showmen 137 (17%) 5 119 (22%) 5 
IV Wage-labourers 125 (16%) 5 76 (14%) 5 
V Miscellaneous 30 (3%) 0 22 (4%) d 
Total 802 (100%) 20 540 (100%) 20 


Source: Cottaar (1996), p. 46. 


In our study of Dutch caravan-dwellers four vocational groups 
were differentiated: artisans, tradesmen, showmen and wage 
labourers.”” A schematic representation of the percentage distribu- 
tion of caravan-dwellers among these various occupational catego- 
ries reveals that The Hague and Overijssel did not differ notably 
(see Table 10.3). The prominence of those who sold things for a 
living has to do with the fact that tradesmen often did other work 
as well and so selling was reported as a vocation comparatively 
frequently.” For research into the descent of caravan-dwellers from 
each vocational group five persons were chosen in both The Hague 
and Overijssel, which amounted to, nationally, ten informants per 
vocational category. 

Research results provide an impetus to adjust prevailing ideas. 
Thus it turned out that caravan-dwellers and their parents in the 
northeast of the Netherlands exhibited a strong attachment to the 
region. Down through successive generations we come across mostly 
individuals who were born in this region and nearby Germany and 
who for most of their lives lived and worked there. By way of con- 
trast it emerged from the sample in The Hague, a (large) city, that 
only the youngest generation of caravan-dwellers was born there, 
while their parents, for the most part, came from the south or 
northeast of the Netherlands. By taking a closer look at their places 
of residence, we discovered that it was especially the preceding 
(second) generation which took the step of moving to the city. Eight 
of them were born in the west, while 20 members of this genera- 
tion had lived for a shorter or longer time in the Hague. The most 
plausible explanation for this pattern is the general migratory 
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movement from rural areas to major population centres in the sec- 
ond half of the nineteenth century and first decades of the twenti- 
eth. After 1875, as a consequence of critical economic circumstances, 
many (farm) labourers gravitated to large cities like The Hague, 
Rotterdam and Amsterdam and it is probable than many parents 
and grandparents of later caravan-dwellers were part of this mi- 
gratory pattern too. Many appear to have relocated in urban set- 
tings irreversibly. The Hague was clearly not a transit stop, as most 
members of the second and first generation died there. 

We acquired deeper understanding of the descent of these trav- 
ellers by investigating the vocations which caravan-dwellers and their 
parents performed. Petty trade was by far the most important way 
of earning a living for those in our sample, albeit often in combi- 
nation with all sorts of other income-generating activities. Not much 
capital was needed to begin and until well into the nineteenth cen- 
tury there were hardly any village shops so that travelling trades- 
men met a need. Their services were not confined to rural areas, 
however, for since industrialization demand for inexpensive prod- 
ucts had also increased in towns. Industrialization had led to rising 
wages with enhanced consumption following, partially as a result, 
too, of population growth in the nineteenth century. The wares of 
caravan-dwellers were either self-made or procured from a whole- 
saler. The tradesmen’s self-made goods included slippers, artificial 
flowers, pegs, umbrellas, trivets, brushes, brooms and baskets. 

Although in population registers we may seldom find a vocation 
listed after the name of a married woman, this by no means im- 
plies that they made no contribution to the family income. A man’s 
earnings were regularly supplemented by what his wife’s vending 
yielded. Were their children old enough, they too did their little 
bit. Peddling of fancy goods in the caravan world was a woman’s 
affair.*! They made use of a light basket and, after the war, shop- 
ping bags. Such dealings were not a matter of selling self-made 
items, but supplies bought from a wholesale supplier. The women 
vendors, moreover, functioned as intermediaries between caravan- 
dwellers and the settled citizenry. Apart from selling things, they 
enquired whether there was any work for their husbands or a good 
place to station their caravan. Included in the standard assortment 
of the hawkers’ fancy goods baskets were thread, needles, ribbons 
and buttons. The rest of the inventory was constantly in flux de- 
pending on the vendor’s purchasing power. At one time or another 
she might have on offer buttermilk soap, shoe polish, stove polish, 
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combs, razor blades, handkerchiefs, chamois-cloths, sticking plas- 
ters, elastic and (tooth-) brushes. 

Just as did tradesmen, artisans (mostly knife-grinders and caners) 
lived in a caravan because their vocation made travelling necess- 
ary. If we take a look at caners from the village of Loon op Zand 
(in the Province of North Brabant), who used dog carts to bring 
their services to their customers, we see that until the start of this 
century they always returned to their home base. In the long run, 
however, their absences from home grew more and more protracted 
until most finally settled elsewhere. Cities such as Tilburg, Rotter- 
dam and The Hague offered them more of a market, and living in 
a caravan these caners could also increase their sphere of action. 
The distances which they covered with their wagons were limited 
and restricted to certain regions. For caravan-dwellers who worked 
in the entertainment sector, showmen and musicians, the situation 
was different. They covered a significantly larger area with their 
activities than others did. No doubt this was connected to the brevity 
of the festivities and fairs, for example, which were held in suc- 
cession throughout the entire country. 

Labourers made up the smallest vocational category. They com- 
prised an exceptional group within the caravan-dweller population, 
since for their work (factory) workers did not need to travel about. 
Why did they nevertheless live in a caravan? We must seek the 
incentive for their choice in the major problem of cities in the 
period before the Second World War: a shortage of affordable 
housing. On the other hand there were labourers who actually needed 
a mobile home because they were employed by some large road- 
building, land reclamation or dredging concerns. Shifting among 
work sites they covered many times greater distances than the av- 
erage caravan-dweller, only they relocated less frequently, station- 
ing their wagons for longer periods, sometimes even for several 
years at a time, on a single construction site. 

Let us finally have a look at what our genealogical study brought 
to light with regard to the performance of itinerant vocations. Did 
itinerants indeed descend from people who themselves had no fixed 
abode or remained, as their forefathers, in the course of time in 
one and the same place? For an important part of the ancestors of 
caravan-dwellers in the sample we could indeed trace a sedentary 
past: they were farmers and fieldhands. These vocations were found 
not only among the previous generations of the labourers in the 
sample, but also among the ancestors of the tradesmen and showmen. 
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Finally there remained a group of families about whom it must be 
said that all four generations included in the study were, more or 
less, itinerant. These were primarily knife-grinders and caners. A 
closer look at the work performed by caravan-dwellers during the 
period between the world wars reveals that the percentage of trav- 
elling artisans was only 12 per cent in Overijssel and 17 per cent in 
The Hague.” When we then consider that it was pre-eminently the 
family trees of knife-grinders and caners of the first generation which 
were dominated by itinerants, we have to conclude that not even a 
fifth of all Dutch caravan-dwellers had ancestors who belonged to 
the ‘hard core’ of travellers. Foreign origin also turned out to play 
no significant role. 

In fact each era generated its own travellers. In a number of 
periods a transition took place from a sedentary to a travelling 
existence because people in agriculture or industry could no longer 
earn enough to live on. This can be illustrated by developments in 
Loon op Zand, the village in Brabant mentioned above. The sur- 
rounding area was of low fertility consisting of woods, wild terrain, 
shifting sands and farmland.” In the west and north, for centuries, 
there were fens and swamps and the mining of peat in the fens was, 
until the seventeenth century, the leading source of income for the 
municipality’s inhabitants. After that the peat was exhausted. In the 
ensuing generations poverty struck and people cast about for alter- 
native means of subsistence. Farmers added to their earnings from 
their land and animals by spinning wool and weaving, while others 
turned to making mats, baskets and matches and fabricating shoes 
and slippers for which they sought customers in the (wide) surrounding 
area. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century we see a number 
of them travelling further afield to capitalize on their products and 
services, snapping their ties with Loon op Zand for good. 


ONCE A CARAVAN-DWELLER, NOT ALWAYS 
A CARAVAN-DWELLER 


Finally it is important to point out that certainly not all pre-Second 
World War caravan-dwellers chose this form of housing for good. 
Thus the twenty people in our sample from The Hague turned out 
to have spent an average of 16 years in a caravan, with extremes 
ranging from less than a full year to up to 59 years. Among the 
seven persons who lived more than twenty years in a caravan, we 
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discovered five itinerants, one travelling showman, and a labourer. 
To the group of nine who inhabited a caravan for less than ten 
years belonged the four remaining labourers and five respondents 
from the category of those whose ancestors had been both itinerant 
and sedentary. Also falling within this group were two showmen 
who didn’t relinquish their caravans for a house, but for a houseboat. 
The remaining four, two itinerants and two showmen from the cat- 
egory of ‘mixed’ descent, lived in caravans for between ten and twenty 
years. This leads to the conclusion that during the interim between 
the wars — and afterwards as well — caravan-dwellers did not form a 
closed group. The arrival of many newcomers into the group and 
the departure of many others constitute the foremost support for 
this assertion. A very large part of the sample changed their form of 
habitation on a number of occasions, even those who lived for an 
extended period in a caravan. Of those who lived for more than 
twenty consecutive years in a caravan, five itinerants formed the 
core. Three of these lived out the length of their days in a caravan, 
which sets them apart from the rest. They spent 41, 36 and 59 years, 
respectively, as caravan-dwellers, while the other two resided on 
wheels for 21 and 22 years. This might mean that people whose 
families before them were travellers, if they once began to live ina 
caravan, more often stayed in it than those where the preceding 
generations were split between itinerant and sedentary living patterns. 

Before the Second World War anyone in the Netherlands was 
free to live in a caravan, as long as the residents and the vehicle 
met certain legal requirements. It is therefore conceivable that there 
was considerable movement into and away from the ranks of caravan- 
dwellers. An end came to this situation only in 1968 when the Dutch 
government introduced the principle of descent as a prerequisite. 
From then on descent from caravan-dwellers determined whether 
someone might live in a caravan. The heterogeneity of the pre- 
Second World War caravan-dweller population became a thing of 
the past. At present it appears that the principle of descent is at 
its last gasp. That caravan-dwellers themselves are distrustful of its 
pending demise is closely connected to their disheartening social 
position. There is not a single caravan-dweller who looks forward 
to competition from ‘citizens’ in caravan camps, where an acute 
shortage of space is the usual state of affairs as things now stand. 
After more than a century of stigmatizing government policy and 
actual segregation, the Dutch caravan-dweller population is now, 
of its own volition, closing ranks. 
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CHAPTER 2 ETHNICITY AS A DEATH-TRAP: THE HISTORY 
OF GYPSY STUDIES 


1. 


PUN 


10. 
11. 


12. 


13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 


This chapter is a modified version of a paper presented at a confer- 
ence of the Gypsy Lore Society in Leiden, 29-31 May 1995 and at the 
European Social Science History Conference, Noordwijkerhout, 9-11 
May 1996. 


. Grant (1995). 
. Acton (1974); and Salo (1979), pp. 73-96. 
. Take Germany, for example, the classic setting for Gypsy studies. In 


the eighteenth century some 8 per cent of the population there still 
belonged to the so-called ‘vagrant marginal classes’. They survived 
through such diverse activities as rat-catching, chimney-sweeping, and 
selling books and almanacs to peasants. See Fertig (1997), pp. 271-89. 


. See our Introduction and Chapter 8 in this volume. 
. That studies based on an ethnographic perspective are inclined ulti- 


mately to explain the policy of persecution by pointing out that Gypsies 
were (conscious) outsiders, we observe as well in German postwar 
studies which have analysed the roots of such harassment during the 
Nazi regime. For a critical discussion of the consequences of this ap- 
proach, see Chapter 5 in this volume. 


. See Grellmann (1783, second edition 1787). For a sketch of his life, 


works, the reception of his book on Gypsies and his influence on later 
authors, see Willems (1997), chapter 2. 


. Fraser (1992), p. 196. 
. This discovery, which we made in the National Library of Austria in 


Vienna, is recently confirmed by the Hungarian ethnologist Viera 
Urbancova. She has in addition prepared a complete dual language 
(Hungarian/German) edition of the series of articles on Gypsies: Samuel 
Augustini ab Hortis, etc. (1994). See, too, her introduction and afterword 
in which she urges the restoration of this ‘forgotten monograph’ to 
the respect it deserves. 

See Willems (1997), chapter 2; also Ruch (1986), who was the first to 
come up with a critical analysis of Grellmann’s works. 

On Johann Gottfried Herder and the roots of nineteenth-century national 
myths, see Mosse (1978), pp. 1-35, and Poliakov (1979), pp. 155-82. 
It is very probable that Herder had a direct influence on Grellmann, 
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(1908), pp. 36-59. 

The most well-known is Johann Christoph Wagenseil, De civitate 
Noribergensi commentatio (1697), pp. 435-50. See also Gronemeyer 
(1987) for the original text of this early author on Gypsies. 

See, for example, R. Körber, Volk und Staat (1936), cited in Zilch 
(1982), p. 31: ‘Der Jude und der Zigeuner sind heute weit von uns 
entfernt, weil ihre Asiatische Vorfahren völlig andersartig als unsere 
nordische Ahnen waren.’ 

In Willems (1997), a long chapter is devoted to Borrow’s life and 
works. 

The initial series of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society appeared 
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from 1888 to 1892 in Edinburgh; the second from 1907 to 1916; the 
third from 1922 to 1973; the fourth from 1974 to 1978; in 1991, a fifth 
began in the United States. The history of this influential society, which 
in 1994 still comprised a reflection of the themes dominating Gypsy 
studies, i.e. ethnology and linguistics, has not yet been written. In his 
study Mayall (1988), pp. 71-93, was very critical about their findings, 
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Nazi ideology and policies has been produced. Two interesting if de- 
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24. See Ritter (1942a), pp. 536-7, and Ritter (1941), pp. 38-9. 

25. On this topic, see for example Willems (1997), chapter 5. 

26. For the relation between Ritter’s research and the Nazi policies, see 
Willems (1997), chapter 5. 

27. In Chapter 5 of this volume we elaborate on the police context and 
influences on Ritter’s rubrications. 

28. Said (1978). 

29. See Mason (1990); Lemaire (1986); and Corbey (1989). Their approach, 
which is strongly cultural-philosophic, has little affinity, however, with 
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CHAPTER 3 THE CHURCH OF KNOWLEDGE: 
REPRESENTATION OF GYPSIES IN ENCYCLOPAEDIAS 


1. This chapter is a modified version of Willems and Lucassen (1990b), 
pp. 31-50. Since then our findings for the Dutch situation were con- 
firmed by research on German encyclopaedias by Rao and Casimir 
(1993), pp. 111-24 and by Willems (1997), chapter 1, who explored 
English, French and German encyclopaedias as well as their main 
sources. 

2. The forerunners of the encyclopaedias, the so-called dictionaries, are 
included as well. Obviously, the most specialized encyclopaedias (tech- 
nical, art, etc.) are left outside of consideration. The entries are: 
Bohemians, Egyptians, Gypsies, Heathens, Tsiganes and Zigeuners. 
Our selection is based upon the dictionaries and encyclopaedias which 
can be found at the Royal Library in The Hague. The central cata- 
logue of this library was consulted in order to complete the research. 
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. For instance, the 1870 Winkler Prins encyclopaedia states: 
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Although this catalogue is by no means complete, and although we 
were unable to study all the works listed in the Royal Library, we do 
consider the 60 Dutch encyclopaedias we have studied to be repre- 
sentative. 


. Considering the extensive work which has been done on this subject, 


we have limited ourselves to those sources which are cited most often 
in the encyclopaedias, and which can be found in the Dutch libraries. 


. Earlier works also describe the Gypsy’s features; however, these de- 


scriptions do not amount to more than a crude sketch. It is only after 
the middle of the nineteenth century that the Gypsy is described in 
more detail. The descriptions are frequently based upon anthropometric 
research. See Liebich (1863), p. 20; Schwicker (1883), pp. 104-5, whose 
work is largely based on the former; and also Wlislocki (1890), p. 164. 


. See Mosse (1978), pp. 17-34; Poliakov (1979), pp. 156-84. 
. See Mosse (1978), pp. 42-4; Poliakov (1979), p. 209. 
. This characteristic is first mentioned in the Winkler Prins encyclopaedia 


of 1954, which seems strange when we realize that at the end of the 
eighteenth century, research had already been done in Germany on 
the shape of Gypsy skulls (Blumenbach, 1793, pp. 3-4), and that this 
research was continued intensively from the middle of the nineteenth 
century onwards. The results of this research were, as far as we know, 
first mentioned by Diefenbach (1877), p. 106. For an extensive sur- 
vey, see Wlislocki (1890), p. 163, note 1. 


. Grellmann (1787), p. 40. 

. Swinburne (1779), p. 30. 

. Twiss (1776), pp. 204-5; Salmon (1733), p. 472. 
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. Kogalnitchan (1840), p. 30. 

. Wlislocki (1890), p. 196. 

. For example, from Liebich (1863) and Schwicker (1883). See Ruch 


(1986), pp. 191-284, and Willems (1997), chapter 4, for an extensive 
critical analysis of Wlislocki’s publications on Gypsies. 


. Kogalnitchan (1840), p. 33. See also Block (1936), p. 101, who takes 


over this view unquestioningly. 


. See, among others, Borrow (1841) Vol. I, pp. 45-50; Paspati (1870), 


p. 22; Liebich (1863), p. 3. 
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. Block (1936), p. 171. 

. See, for example, Okely (1983), pp. 201 ff.; Liégeois (1983), p. 98. 

. Encyclopedia of Nieuwhuis (1856), Vol. H, p. 262; Algemene 


Nederlandsche Encyclopedie (1866), Vol. VII, p. 281; Sijthof Encyclo- 
pedia (1890), Vol. IV, p. 475. 
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grovel before the powerful of the earth’. Liebich (1863), p. 18, on the 
other hand, claimed that Gypsies always hang on to their pride, some- 
thing which supposedly distinguishes them from the Jews (who are 
considered obsequious). Wlislocki (1890), p. 10, repeated this word 
for word, but later on in his book, when the character of the Gypsies 
is mentioned (‘keineswegs ein erfreulicher’, p. 166), they suddenly appear 
to be marked by ‘entwiirdigende Kriecherei in Thun und Wesen’. 
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Vol. VI, p. 697. The nineteenth century witnesses the spreading of 
the idea that the criminality of the Gypsies has increased particularly 
because they have intermixed with indigenous criminals and antisocial 
characters. This ‘degeneration thesis can already be found in Dirks 
(1850), pp. 152-3. Later, this thesis is worked out by such German 
scholars as Robert Ritter (1937 and 1938). Even after the Second World 
War, there are some who continue to be influenced by this racist idea; 
see, among others, the opinions of Arnold (1958 and 1965); van Kappen 
(1965), pp. 7, 139; and finally Küther (1976), p. 25. 

Grellmann (1787), p. 190. 
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See, for example, Derlon (1981). 

The representation of this subject is based largely on Grellmann: ‘Man 
denke aber nicht, dass die Werkstätte des Schmiedes beständig vom 
pochenden Hammer wiederhalle, oder andere ihren andern 
Verrichtungen so fleissig obliegen’ (1787, p. 112). And yet Grellmann 
praised the Gypsies highly for their craftmanship (p. 84). However, 
he undercuts these skills earlier in his work, claiming that the Gypsies 
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provinces after 1850 and their having budgets of their own; (b) repair 
and improvement of waterways to facilitate the transport of materials 
(stones, gravel and such like) needed for upgrading country roads. 
English, French and German sources yielded only sketchy informa- 
tion. The history of Belgian caravan-dwellers remains to be written. 
Mayall (1988), p. 25; Ward-Jackson and Harvey (1978), pp. 28-39. 
From Mayall’s statistics on p. 23 we can deduce that between 1861 
and 1911 the number of people living in tents and caravans increased 
considerably, whereas those sleeping in sheds fell sharply. Mayall of- 
fers no conclusions, however, pertaining to the quantitative relation 
between tent- and caravan-dwellers. 

To judge from the books of the English writer George Borrow, cara- 
vans were already driving around in England in the 1820s but we hesitate 
to cite this as a reliable source. The works concerned, Lavengro and 
The Romany Rye, are to be sure set in the 1820s but were only pub- 
lished in 1851 and 1857, respectively. In his book Wild Wales of 1852, 
Borrow described a ‘wooden house on wheels drawn by two horses’. 
The Old Curiosity Shop by Charles Dickens, which contains a descrip- 
tion of a caravan lived in by a showman, appeared in 1840. From 
Ward-Jackson and Harvey (1978), pp. 29-31. 

Arnold (1983), p. 120. In his chapter on fair and circus travellers he 
reports on p. 279 a caravan from 1885. 

In addition one used the names Rollwagen (1841) or Korfwagen (1854). 
See Lucassen (1996), chapter 4. 

Vaux de Foletier (1981). 

We can be confident that the dating of the drawings is fairly accurate 
and that in any event they are not from a later date because they 
were published in the same years in the periodical L “Illustration. The 
earliest images of inhabited covered wagons in the Netherlands date 
from around 1876. In that year the Teylers Museum in Haarlem pur- 
chased the painting ‘Aan de Buitensingel’ by H.J. Scholten in which a 
group of acrobats is depicted. See Cottaar et al. (1995), p. 28. 

Stolz (1869). Only the sixth edition of 1886 is to be found in the Nether- 
lands. In the 1869 volume of L'Illustration (p. 60) there are three render- 
ings of wooden caravans as well. 

Mayall (1988), pp. 36, 38. These are two plates from The Illustrated 
News of 29 November 1879 (p. 504) and 13 December 1879 (p. 545). 
In one George Smith of Coalville is shown who dedicated his life from 
the late 1870s on to the fate of the Gypsies. A few unique drawings 
of caravans are also reproduced in an article by this social reformer 
in The Graphic, 13 March 1880, pp. 275-6. 

See Cottaar et al. (1995), pp. 28-9. The photo of the covered carts on 
p. 8 is, according to its owner, from 1883; if that is true, then this is 
the earliest pictorial representation of a caravan in the Netherlands. 
Perhaps a decade before that in England if we may trust the information 
in note 20. In that event extremely small numbers were probably in use. 
In Cottaar et al. (1995), pp. 26-7, there is a picture of a married couple 
of chair-bottomers with two dog carts exhibiting such a superstructure. 
Three dogs who presumably pulled the carts lie on the ground nearby. 
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Willem Netten from Schiedam told us that the pair were his parents, 
Martinus Netten and Johanna van Gulik, who in the photograph were 
repairing chair bottoms where they resided in Kaatsheuvel in about 1900. 
See van Gendt’s illustrations of wagons in Voorschoten (1902, pp. 
536-7). The painting mentioned in note 24 dates from before 1876, 
true, but it is not certain the image shows a Dutch scene. 

This was true, too, for the wagons, already mentioned, in the English 
and French drawings from 1869, 1872 and 1879. 

See the photographs in Cottaar et al. (1995), pp. 8, 29. 

Ibid., pp. 16-17, 32, 36. 

In the province of Overijssel in the 1920s 21 per cent of the caravans 
on the road were less than four metres long, a percentage which in 
the 1930s dipped to 9 per cent, falling yet further in the early 1940s 
to 4 per cent. The most common length for a caravan in the period 
from 1920 to 1945 was 4.5 metres, with a width of 2.15 metres. 

See Cottaar (1996), p. 33. 

Ibid., p. 34. 

The selected caravan-dwellers (generation 1) were traced back, where 
possible, four generations. 

See, for example, Wernink (1959, pp. 56-9), who writes that he left 
these groups out of consideration because they were not ‘real’ cara- 
van-dwellers or travellers. It remains an open question, however, whether 
in the past these occupations weren’t current among caravan-dwellers. 
It is also unclear whether the public at large and policy-makers were 
always able to distinguish between various ‘sorts’ of caravan-dwellers. 
Wage labourers include casual workers as well as those with jobs in a 
factory or on the land. 

In his study of the situation in Helmond (1913-37) van der Baan ar- 
rived at respective percentages of 11 per cent artisans, 62 per cent 
tradesmen, 6 per cent showmen and 18 per cent labourers. Although 
his statistics may differ a bit, relations among the groups (and their 
size) agree fairly closely with our findings for The Hague and Overijssel. 
Information on women’s sales activities comes primarily from my own 
and published interviews, for in photographs and descriptions only 
men feature as such petty traders. The ‘portrait’ of 1938 showing Antje 
van der Ven (Cottaar et al., 1995, p. 109) with the inevitable basket 
of fancy goods for sale on her arm is an exception. 

When men hawked such items, they usually sold them out of a chest 
which they carried on their back or belly, slung in place with a leather 
strap. Sometimes they went out selling with a trunk full of merchandise. 
These figures are consistent with those presented by van der Baan 
(1986), p. 160, for Helmond (1913-37) and Wernink (1959), p. 116, 
for all of the Netherlands (late 1950s). For travelling artisans, they 
respectively report 11 per cent and 16 per cent. 

Hooijman and Brent (1982), p. 25, cite a letter from 1653 in which 
the administrators of ’s Gravenmoer describe the municipality of Loon 
op Zand as follows: ‘The fiefdom and village of Loon is a very high, 
dry and salty place, consisting for the most part of extremely infertile, 
poor and worthless estates.’ 
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